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USING AUTHENTIC INQUIRY TO UNPACK EMOTIONS AND THORNY ISSUES WITHIN 
TEACHING AND LEARNING 
By. 
Leah D. Pride 
Doctoral Advisor: Konstantinos Alexakos 
This manuscript-styled dissertation embodies the theoretical and methodological framework of 
authentic inquiry (Tobin, 2006) and features two collaboratively authored and two self-authored 
publications, all of which were published as peer-reviewed articles and/or book chapters. 
In the holistic context of this dissertation, authentic inquiry as a theoretical framework 
encompasses deep epistemological and ontological questions such as: What is knowledge and 
how is it informed by research? Who may engage in research? How does positivism compare to 
authentic inquiry? What are thorny issues and how do they relate to authentic inquiry? How do 
we research thorny issues in classrooms? What mindfulness practices may be used to research 
emotions when discussing thorny issues? How do we nuance “safety” in learning spaces where 
emotions are problematized? How do we push peer-reviewed, academic writing to be more 
inclusive of authors’ emotions in the science of teaching and learning? Authentic inquiry, as a 
methodological framework, probes the knowledge making (research) process through the lens of 
critical hermeneutic phenomenology. The trajectory of questioning, in the scope of teaching and 
learning, is contingent and emergent on what is being problematized and the dialectal 
relationship of researcher | researched.  
The theoretical and methodological underpinnings of authentic inquiry, as it relates to my 
development as an emerging teacher | researcher, amalgamate in Chapter 1 as a multilevel and 
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interpretive bricolage to contextualize sociocultural and educational phenomena in my everyday 
life. Authentic inquiry, adopted by Kenneth Tobin from the works on authenticity by Egon Guba 
and Yvonna Lincoln (1989), hinges on four methodological criterion: all participants are open to 
change their worldviews based on what they learn from each other, there is an obligation for 
participants to understand and learn from each other, there is an expectation to catalyze 
improvements as a result of the research, and disadvantages or power structures are addressed so 
that all participants | researchers are considered stakeholders.  
In the series of published works, Chapter 2 was the first to be peer-reviewed in 2014. While 
grappling with imposter syndrome and what it means for me to become a teacher | researcher, 
Chapter 2 shares my teaching- and learning-informed stories (vignettes and narratives), as well 
as that of my students attending a New York City Specialized High School. This chapter 
deconstructs the complexities surrounding the notion of  “giftedness”: first from the author’s 
own experiences as a female scientist and person of color and second from the narratives of high 
school students. Considering the theoretical framework of mindsets, fixed and growth, I use 
learning stories to shed light on the events that emerge when an individual takes ownership of 
their learning. This chapter is significant in that I propose the incorporation of learning stories as 
an inquiry tool to explore co-teacher | learner mindsets. In terms of the chronological history of 
my development as a teacher | researcher, this article was the first to be self -authored, peer-
reviewed, and published while I was a doctoral student. The opportunity was pivotal and helped 
to re-frame how I viewed myself as an academician: moving further away from a self-imposed 
imposter identity to that of an empowered researcher with a burden to give voice to co-
participants | co-researchers.  
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Chapters 3, 4, and 5 of the dissertation were birthed out of my participation as a co-
participant | researcher in a teacher preparation program at Brooklyn College of The City 
University of New York. The Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural Foundations of 
Education and Science course at Brooklyn College (of the City University of New York) is 
unique in that the curriculum brings into question the broader implications of history, 
contemporary philosophies, and sociocultural-political ideologies in American schooling, in 
particular science education (Alexakos, 2015). The course is meant to rouse critical reflection on 
what knowledge is, who determines what knowledge is (in the lens of hegemony), the role 
culture plays in knowledge and learning, who and what determines how one is identified and 
what it means to be othered? The course allows for authentic inquiry into one’s way of “being” 
in the world and helps teachers become more aware of their own ways of knowing, learning, and 
teaching. Novel to this work at Brooklyn College was the discussion of difficult forms of 
knowledge (which we termed thorny issues in Chapter 3) and the integration of mindfulness 
practices to disarm negative emotions so as to enrich the learning environment with safer and 
educative ways to promote healing (Tobin, Alexakos, & Powietryznska, 2015). The 
incorporation of breathing meditations, heuristics, heart rate/pulse oximeters, writing prompts, 
metalogues, vignettes and narratives allowed for inquiry into one’s praxis as a co-teacher | 
researcher (Tobin, 2014). 
This dissertation is one of the first to explicitly explore thorny issues in the context of 
authentic inquiry discussed in Chapter 3. Thorny issues are: sociocultural constructs (like race, 
gender, sexuality, (dis) abilities, classism, and privilege), layered with deep emotions (could be 
positive or negative) and tend to be more closely aligned with the vulnerabilities of questioning 
one’s assumptions and beliefs about knowledge, identity, “place” in society, and the emotional 
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valences inextricably associated with engaging in these types of discourses (Alexakos, et al., 
2015).  
In Chapters 4 and 5, race is a thorny issue addressed from my perspective as a co-teacher | 
researcher. Chapter 4, is one of the first papers to probe observed physiological synchronies of 
heart rate, pulse, and dissolved blood oxygen concentration data in response to an emotional 
discussion between co-teachers in the Brooklyn College course and myself (Amat, et. al., 2016).  
Chapter 4 of this dissertation is an attempt to nuance the emotions that surfaced while teaching a 
unit on the history of race and colorism in America. In Chapter 5, I use the authoring of 
autoethnographic impressionist tales, writing prompts/reflections, and heuristics as mindfulness 
tools for discussing thorny topics with science teachers in the Brooklyn College course and me 
as a co-teacher | researcher.  
  Unique to this dissertation is the compilation of reflexive, authentic inquiry tools which 
may be used to discuss thorny issues like: race and gender discrimination, privilege and social 
justice, socioeconomic disparities, (special) education reform, and teacher | learner mindsets. In 
summary, each chapter provides a repository of inquiry practices, which co-teacher | researchers 
may use to challenge their worldviews and habitus, (re) build knowledge and transform existing 
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Overcoming Imposter Syndrome and emerging as an authentic researcher 
	
An advisor once shared with me that I might suffer from a common “condition” experienced 
within populations of graduate students at varied levels of higher education. My perceived 
diagnosis of imposter syndrome was based on the following symptoms: constant worry that I was 
not measuring up, fear of speaking in classes and research meetings even though I knew I was 
“correct”, a hesitancy to publish because I didn’t want to be “found out”, the constant 
comparison of myself to others, a self-imposed sanction of silence and retreat when asked to lead 
a discussion, and the constant desire to “give up” or “quit” even though I found successes in my 
research practice (Ewing, Richardson, James-Myers, & Russell, 1996). It didn’t help that I would 
look around the room in my graduate programs and saw few students of color, if any, particularly 
in the sciences as I will discuss in Chapters 3 and 5 of the dissertation (Blockett, Felder, Parrish, 
& Collier, 2016). In racialized populations, of which I am a member, imposter syndrome is a 
debilitating condition and contributes to the observed attrition of students of color enrolled in 
doctoral programs. I almost became that person. 
So who am I seven years after beginning the doctoral research process as a perceived 
“imposter”? I am someone who presents a manuscript-styled dissertation with four chapters that 
have been peer-reviewed and published in journals (Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this dissertation) and 
as a book chapter (Chapter 5 of this dissertation). As is the case with manuscript-styled 
dissertations, each chapter can be read independently and at the same time builds on each 
preceding chapter. In this dissertation, I decided to present each chapter in chronological order of 
publication. If the dissertation is read sequentially, it allows the reader an opportunity to witness 
the emergence of a researcher out of the shadows of fear, doubt, and obscurity. Each chapter 
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captures my narrative and illuminates a specific nature of thought at a unique moment of time. In 
the scope of this work, I describe my experiences and narratives as a teacher | researcher within a 
New York City specialized, public high school and within a Historical, Philosophical, and 
Sociocultural Foundations of Education and Science course at Brooklyn College (of the City 
University of New York). I report on an inquiry method, the authoring of learning stories, which 
may be used in secondary schools though it is typically a tool appropriated in early childhood 
education. I am an “authentic” researcher because I had to overcome: the fear of learning from 
and pushing past an oppressive worldview that kept me feeling and believing I was an imposter 
during this research process.  
Authentic inquiry, as interpreted by Kenneth Tobin (2006) is the theoretical and 
methodological framework that shapes this dissertation. Ontological authenticity in authentic 
research means the participants engaged in inquiry (in this mini-case study, myself) are open to 
change based on what they learn. As a perceived imposter in the beginning of doctoral study, 
with each chapter that was written in collaboration with other participant | researchers and 
eventually as a teacher | researcher, I learned something about myself and how some of my 
thoughts about who and what I was as an academician was nothing more than a smoke screen. 
Educative authenticity means all research participants are encouraged to understand and learn 
from the “other”. In Chapter 5 of this dissertation, I delve into dialogic inquiry using my 
interpretation of Mikhail Bakhin’s writings on addressivity and answerability (Bakhtin, 
Voloshinov, Medvedev, & Morris, 1994). The “other” to an imposter brings about fear and 
insecurity. The “other” for me was the research that showed how people of color are 
marginalized in higher education. I learned as a doctoral student and budding researcher, I had an 
opportunity to offer a counter-narrative, a seminal component of critical race theory that could 
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reveal the authentic emotions and the authentic journey of a healed “imposter” (Delgado, 1989). 
I needed mentorship from my committee members to truly appreciate the responsibility inherent 
to educative authenticity. I am determined to document my authentic thoughts and emotions 
throughout the emergence of this dissertation and by doing so, I am outing the voices of the 
“other” and authenticating my new learning as a teacher | researcher. Catalytic authenticity 
occurs when stakeholders catalyze improvements as a result of what is learned in the research 
process. To an imposter, one who prefers anonymity and passivity to visibility, catalysis is 
intimidating. Why? Conjured assumptions about one’s value and worthiness as an academician 
stand in the way of progressive and transformative work, when the imposter has control of the 
narrative. Again, herein lies an inherent emphasis on the importance of mentorship and trust 
throughout the doctoral process. For me, it was a challenge to accept when an advisor or squad 
member said, “It is good” or “You should write about that” or “I learned from what you shared”. 
The following chapters are filled with moments where I had to trust the words that were trapped 
deep within my protected, emotional spaces were meant for others to hear. The outing process 
was not only catalytic for others to witness, experience, and learn from as shared in the co-
authored pieces (Chapters 3 and 4), but it had a tremendous impact on how I would emerge as a 
teacher | researcher (shared in Chapters 2 and 5).  
 In my experience, there were some barriers that kept me from confidently embracing the 
doctoral process and welcoming my participation. Academic language can serve as a prison 
guard for budding researchers, like myself, who have an interest in exploring themes of higher 
learning, critical pedagogy, and emotional safety in the science of teaching and learning, but lack 
the confidence and/or experience to enter into a conversation that is privileged by mastery of 
academic vocabulary. As an academician, I often wondered, is the peer-review process truly 
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inclusive of my peers? What does my peer cohort look like? How diverse are the reviewers? At 
this point in my professional journey, to move forward and become the authentic teacher | 
researcher I am, I have to acknowledge the negative emotions that have structured, what seemed 
to be an insurmountable stronghold on my writing progress. I’ve been a slave; bound and 
restricted, to fear and shame. I’ve decided to escape my imposter emotional prison by 
confronting my captors (academia), though I needed some reinforcement and prompting by my 
doctoral committee and research squad members along the way (peer-review within a safe 
space).   
In the process of humanizing myself as an academician and researcher, I had to navigate 
to the intersections of science (Chapter 2), physical body representations (Chapters 4 and 5), 
Blackness (Chapter 3, 4, and 5), feminism (Chapter 3), and above all mindfulness (Chapters 3, 4, 
and 5). In research squad meetings, I’ve asked my (co) researchers, how many more ways can a 
person be marginalized before they are squished so far into the margins they become invisible? 
The scope of this dissertation is to explore my experience and development as a teacher | 
researcher and an attempt to grab onto the margins and push against micro-aggressive pressures 
to disappear. I engage in writing meditations to complete this dissertation. Imposters struggle to 
critically listen for inner voices and push forward with confidence. My inner voice was on mute 
for some time, particularly in the beginning years of doctoral work. During a meditation, I 
listened in the stillness for insight into the imposter who was participating in doctoral classes and 
research meetings within me. I write what I hear: 
Unknown. 




The writing of a dissertation could be an emotionally daunting task for doctoral students 
to see to completion. In an attempt to write when the words didn’t seem to be in my pencil, I 
used writing meditations and reflections to tap into an authentic voice. In Chapter 5, the writing 
meditation is described in great detail. Additionally, Chapter 5 considers my reflections on 
academic language and how it is represented. My work incorporates the emergence of critical 
prose (poetic narratives), such as the one in the preceding paragraph. During a writing 
meditation, the only criterion was that I must write what I hear within, without judgment 
outwardly. There were to be no judgments as to how the narrative “looked”. The research began 
with the words and the emotions behind what emerged, not how it was formatted. Peter 
Waldman and Carolyn Ali Khan were authors I found inspirational in the writing process. My 
goal was to identify a writing style that would be welcoming of my voice. Unique to Waldman, 
Khan, and myself is that we incorporate autoethnographic narratives in our academic writing. As 
I allowed myself to value each meditative thought, without discrimination, my private thoughts 
emerged with longer reflections at times. Conversely, there were times when a word or sentence 
was the meditative “food for thought” for the defined writing period. Throughout the doctoral 
process, I turned to food to mask the pain of some of the deepest feelings of insecurity and 
unworthiness. In my own experience, the imposter syndrome manifests emotionally and 
psychologically, but also took hold of how I physically represented myself. As I developed as a 
researcher throughout the chapters of this dissertation and witnessed the geyser of emotions 
swell from the hidden spaces and confines of my deepest thoughts, I became more aware and 
mindful that my practices of overeating acted as a tributary to the inner conflicts which were 
feeding the imposter in every state of being. Here is what I heard:  
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If I write, I see it. 
My inner thoughts have cultural histories that have been shamed into retreat  
Deep within. 
It is time to tell my story because I am, 
Worthy. 
There, I said it. 
It is a crippling state of affairs to be told by society who you are, without any input as to who you 
want to be. 
I tell myself: 
Do not fear, despite those who may agree or disagree,  
for it is hi (story), you are being introduced to. 
History. 
Just tell it. 
Don’t hide or run back to the shadows of your soul, 
Because you are not who people assume you are based on the physiological or what can be seen 
on the outside.  
You see me, physically. 
Yes, I agree, 
I am Black and cannot trace my roots beyond the bloodstained cotton fields of the American 
South and West. 
A female who adorns a body that is morbidly grotesque. 
Not the object of every man’s desire, I’ve been told. 
Yes, that is what you see on the outside, but you missed me. 
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I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 
I read this in the Bible.  
I reflect an identity:  
One that I’ve longed to assume, one that has been imprisoned by the world. 
Let me introduce her, my inner self. 
She has agency and value, but struggles against the barrage of critique.  
She owns that she is a contradiction to what is seen on the outside: 
She is vulnerable, yet strong. 
Hidden, yet revealed. 
You don’t see the purity of love that envelops her- 
The outside, it masks her. 
I tell my inner self, in this reflection: 
It is ok, no fear of judgment. 
She is silent. 
In Chapter 5 of this dissertation, I delve into the role of silence in my own personal 
journey. As a perceived imposter, silence is a defense mechanism, which allows for one’s 
thoughts to remain deep in the confines of the mind, body, and soul. During a reflection, when I 
encountered silence, I felt defeated. I wanted an output, but had to come to realize that silence is 
a valued output at times. It may be the best answer to ameliorate negative emotions that are 
unsafe to tackle without mindful practices in place to promote healing. In the absence of silence, 
a critical “event” or thought was open for meditation. During these periods of time, the imposter 
lie dormant and I, as a teacher |researcher, emerged. There were times when I could clearly hear 
a faint, audible voice.. The output was a story and it was critical to reveal the emotional trauma 
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and fear the imposter syndrome had control over within my research process. These were the 
easiest times to write, and so I began.  There were also times in reflection where physiological 
articulations were the appropriate response to the emotions within. Here is what I heard: 
Let me tell you who I am 
An introduction of sorts 
You’ve presumed and assumed long enough. 
Unfortunately, you’ve done just that. 
Some may not understand this format, or chosen format for illustrating this impressionist tale; 
But it is the only way I can unveil the inner voice. 
It is in stillness, a quiet solitude- 
This voice, 
My voice, 
has been sentenced. 
Now 
is Her time? 
To be heard. 
Yes. 
It is time for reconciliation. 
The tears are to be counted today and when the final numbers are revealed, you will understand 
why it took this long to 
Radically listen to her, 
not always in an audible sound you find pleasing to the ear. 
Dissonance and contradictions, 
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the source of my emotions, often unaddressed. 
Fear the prison guard. 
Reconciliation is in order for healing. 
Emotional, physiological, spiritual, psychological, 
Healing. 
Authentic Inquiry as a theoretical and methodological framework 
Authentic inquiry, as described by Tobin (2006) is a theoretical and methodological framework 
that probes the knowledge making (research) process through the lens of critical hermeneutic 
phenomenology. The trajectory of questioning, in the scope of teaching and learning, is 
contingent and emergent on what is being problematized and the dialectal relationship of 
researcher | researched. As a researcher, I found this theoretical and methodological framework 
to be most welcoming of difference and sensitive to the insecurities of an emerging scholar and 
academician. In the context of this dissertation, my interpretation of authentic inquiry as a 
theoretical framework encompasses deep epistemological and ontological questions. Heuristics 
are reflexive (mindful) tools used to make sense of and process meanings associated with a 
particular social construct. They are used throughout the scope of this dissertation. In particular, 
the Authentic Inquiry heuristic (Alexakos & Tobin, 2015) was used as a guide to shape the 
methodological framework for the dissertation and my practice as an emerging researcher. In the 
scope of how this dissertation emerged, Chapter 2 was self-authored in 2014 before the 
Authentic Inquiry heuristic was published. However, in authoring the subsequent chapters the 
Authentic Inquiry was critical to how we thought about research as we engaged in it.   
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Response to Authentic inquiry heuristic, characteristic (6): To make sense of my research, I 
incorporate what participants have said. 
How does this characteristic relate to the authentic inquiry framework? 
In authentic work, there is a bricolage of theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches. 
The hermeneutic cycle of inquiry is contingent and emergent on the researcher (s) | researched.  
However, without the incorporation of participants as (co) researchers, the “findings” are 
privileged towards the belief, values, worldviews, and biases of the principal investigator. 
Additionally, the researched may feel as though they were taken advantage of and marginalized 
in the research process. To avoid this injustice, the authentic inquiry framework calls for an 
explicit incorporation of participants as (co) researchers, along with their multiple voices 
(polysemia), multiple meanings and multiple realities (polysemia), as ways to interpret what is 
being examined. Including all participants as (co) researchers is a way to enact learning in the 
research process and catalyze change for the benefit of all involved. Considering authentic 
inquiry heuristic, characteristic number (6), to make sense of my research, I incorporate what 
participants have said, the resulting chapter is how co-participants in a graduate education course 
at Brooklyn College collaborated to produce the theoretical framework of mindfulness and the 
discussion of thorny issues.  
Major contribution as a coauthor of Chapter 3: 
As a genre of academic writing, metalogues present a way to theorize and question the  (re) 
production | transformation of schemas, practices and habitus in a way that preserves the 
authentic voices of all participants | (co) researchers. When written critically, a metalogue 
“ratchets up” and exposes epistemological, ontological, and phenomenological standpoints of all 
authors (Roth & Tobin, 2004). The metalogue will also highlight salient learning(s) and 
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takeaways, which if written by a sole author, may be overlooked or dismissed in haste to make a 
generalized point. Instead, multi-voicedness nuances the complexities of social life and 
humanizes the research beyond positivism and quantifiable phenomena. In the lens of authentic 
inquiry, an expectation of this research framework is that all participants are open to change as a 
result of what is learned from the research. There is also an expectation that all research 
participants understand and learn from each other. When authoring a metalogue, there is no 
singular voice, which is privileged over the other co-authors. Quite the contrary, the first authors 
of a metalogue-inspired text are facilitators responsible for meeting the demands of publishing or 
editing a peer-reviewed article or book Chapter (i.e. adhering to deadlines, checking references, 
monitoring page limits, etc.). In the drafting of the emergent Chapter on mindfulness and thorny 
issues, all (co) researchers had an opportunity to have their voices incorporated in an unabridged 
manner.  
I was invited to the Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural Foundations of Education 
and Science course at Brooklyn College as a (co) participant | researcher. Moving forward in this 
chapter, the aforementioned course will be referred to as “the course at Brooklyn College” to 
simplify the text, yet provide context as to where the research was taking place. Among the many 
thorny topics to be discussed in the course, I knew we would explore race from a historical and 
sociocultural-political lens. It was the topic that brought me to Brooklyn College under the 
mentorship of Konstantinos Alexakos, who became my doctoral advisor in the Urban Education 
program at the CUNY Graduate Center.  
As the instructor of the course, Konstantinos introduced me to Christian Paylor-Smith 
and Matthew Hernandez, two in-service science teachers who would co-teach with me when the 
topic of race was to be discussed with the rest of the class. In the publication of this particular 
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paper, Matthew was not a (co) author but was critical in the paper discussed in Chapter 3 of this 
dissertation.  
 The following is a list of all co-authors whom participated in the publishing of this paper: 
Role: First author and instructor of the course at Brooklyn College. 
Konstantinos Alexakos is a full professor in the School of Education at Brooklyn College 
(CUNY).  
Role: co-teacher | teacher | researcher (while all (co) authors are considered (co) participant | 
researchers in the context of authentic inquiry, the four of us- Leah, Christian, Panagiota, and 
Kristi- are separately denoted because we were responsible for (co) teaching thorny topics 
throughout the course of the semester. Leah and Christian (co) taught a unit on the history of race 
in urban science education. Panagiota and Kristi (co) taught a unit on the history of gender in 
urban science education.) 
Leah D. Pride is a doctoral candidate of Urban Education at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York.  
Christian Paylor-Smith is recent graduate of the Adolescent Science Education program at 
Brooklyn College. 
Panagiota Tsetsakos has a Master’s degree in Chemistry and is recent graduate of the Adolescent 
Science Education program at Brooklyn College.  
Kristi Lee is recent graduate of the Adolescent Science Education program at Brooklyn College. 
Role: Observer | Researcher (while all (co) authors are also considered observers | researchers in 
the context of authentic inquiry- Arnau, Corinna, Shequana, and Theila- participated as 
observers, in much the same way that ethnographers would journal and note any key moments 
and/or events that were intriguing or memorable during the class session.  As co-researchers, the 
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observer | researcher participates in subsequent cogenerative dialogues and research squad 
meetings where the selected events were discussed. In the lens of authentic inquiry, it was an 
opportunity to introduce different voices and expand | learn from varied worldviews.) 
Arnau Amat is a professor at Universitat de Vic - Universitat Central de Catalunya in Spain.  
Corinna Zapata is a doctoral candidate of Urban Education at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York.  
Shequana Wright is a doctoral candidate of Urban Education at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York. 
Theila Smith, a recent graduate of the Adolescent Science Education program at Brooklyn 
College 
Unique to my participation as (co) author | researcher: 
Definition of thorny issues 
As (co) authors, we collectively define thorny issues as sociocultural constructs layered with 
deep emotions (could be positive or negative), which tend to be more closely aligned with the 
vulnerabilities of questioning one’s assumptions and beliefs about knowledge, identity, “place” 
in society, and the emotional valences inextricably associated with engaging in these types of 
discourses (Alexakos, et al., 2015). 
It was Konstantinos who proposed the word "thorny" to describe emotionally jarring topics 
that hold positive emotions hostage, shatters hegemonic worldviews to give way to a new type of 
meaning, and relinquishes internal, emotional peace and gives way to turmoil with the hopes of 
learning from difference. Deborah Britzman writes from a theoretical framework that defines 
difficult forms of knowledge as those types of discussions which cause the individual to 
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deconstruct their ontological standpoints and, in situ, (re) build a framework of seeing the world 
which must now incorporate the new knowledge learned (Britzman, 2000). This type of 
ontological flux could be very emotionally and physiologically painful. Our theoretical 
framework carries Britzman’s work a step further by terming the painful and emotional response, 
coupled to the exploration of these difficult forms of knowledge, as a thorny issue. Our work 
captures emotional responses using novel methodological approaches (i.e. video analysis, 
biometric instruments, journaling, cogenerative dialoging and collective remembering). 
Problematizing emotional responses is a multilevel, interpretive, multi-voiced and cogenerated 
exercise in authentic inquiry. Essentially, authentic inquiry embraces research that explores the 
thorniness of difficult forms of knowledge. The expectation is that researchers engaged in 
inquiry will change their perspectives, value and understand different worldviews and hear the 
voices of marginalized stakeholders, often excluded from informing the theory-making process. 
Authentic inquiry calls for the catalyzing of improvements, including physiological wellness and 
emotional well being, for all participants.  
In my experience, the discussion of the history of race in America is a thorny issue to address 
without interventions in place to ameliorate the negative emotions that will arise.  During the 
week Christian, Matthew and I were co-teachers, I was observed holding my breath for an 
extended period of time during the emotional presentation. The use of video analysis as a method 
to nuance critical events and other moments of high emotional verve, coupled with the wearing 
of finger pulse and heartrate oximeters to measure the physiological responses (which typically 
go unforeseen in moments of emotional crisis), was instrumental in contextualizing the migraine 
I felt while in the middle of the presentation (to be further discussed in Chapter 3).  
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My question to the (co) authors of thorny issues paper was whether we wanted to hinge our 
theoretical framework on the term, “thorny” or did we want to put forth any other word to 
describe the types of issues that may bring up painful memories of past or current experiences 
which leave people feeling emotionally or physically hurt, scared, vulnerable, and/or 
uncomfortable? As a collective, we converged on using the term, thorny and from there it has 
become a theoretical lens through which we discuss difference and purposefully engage in the 
standpoints of our own ontologies. Quite naturally, the inclination was to produce an image of 
the thorns that a rose bush offers as protections against predators. One of my contributions to the 
paper was the following thought; “we resist the temptation to perceive the thorn as protective to 
the individual, as it is to an organism in the biological realm. Quite the contrary, in social life, 
thorny issues are replete with oppressive ideologies and restrictive practices, meant to 
dehumanize people and cause violence to those marginalized in society” (Alexakos, et. al., 
2015).  
Discussion of thorny issues in science education 
	
Thorny issues are difficult topics to explore because they cause violence to those who live with 
them and to those who are emotionally unprepared to engage in the discussion of them. It is 
difficult to discuss sensitive topics that cause emotions to run high: anger, jealousy, fear, and 
sadness. In science education, there are few teacher preparation programs with the courage and 
support to confront thorny issues. In my experience as a scientist, discussions surrounding thorny 
issues were non-existent or occurred in isolated lounges when other marginalized scholars 
grouped together to offer support to one another. At times, thorny issues were discussed as 
whispers in corner spaces where they wouldn’t disturb the rest of the laboratory staff or infringe 
on the privilege of the majority to feel comfortable in their work space, irrespective of the daily 
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discomfort people of color and/or women felt in the shared spaces where science was enacted. 
To the thorny issues paper, I add: “Layering thorny issues with the technical terms of science 
strips away the humanistic context that makes the engaging of this work emotional. The types of 
conversations that need to happen when discussing thorny issues are raw and subdural, honest 
and transparent. Having the connotation of being, “non-academic”, thorny issues are often 
avoided and ignored, leaving those who live with them feeling violated, oppressed and 
powerless” (Alexakos, et. al., 2015). 
As a critique of teacher preparation programs, I argue that teachers’ emotional wellbeing is 
critical. Therefore, teacher preparation programs should incorporate the explicit teaching of 
strategies/interventions that may be employing when ameliorating the negative emotions that are 
bound to arise when diverse learners enter an educative space. The teacher preparation program 
at Brooklyn College is novel in that; pre- and in-service teachers are exposed to breathing 
meditations and other mindfulness practices in their science education core curriculum. Inherent 
in the course at Brooklyn College, teachers participate in five-minute, deep breathing mediations 
before each class session begins. As a low-grade intervention to modulate negative emotions and 
teacher stress, the built-in recuperation period during the science education class is a welcomed 
reprieve by most teachers. There were always some teachers who would opt out, but a class norm 
was for the meditation period to remain open and free of distraction for those wanting to benefit 
from the exercise.  
When thinking about my own experience as a student in a teacher preparation program, I was 
completely stressed with the pressures of learning how to manage a class, prepare lessons, learn 
content, all while being sensitive to cultural norms and practices that existed in my school 
community. As I write this reflection, I feel strong emotions of sadness (negative emotions) in 
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response to how unprepared I was to be an effective teacher and remain emotionally health. In 
fact, in my first year of teaching I emotionally ate and gained fifty pounds. As an academician in 
a teacher preparation program, my theoretical framework for wellness and positive emotional 
fortitude intersects with thorny issues and how to probe them in safe spaces. Thorny discussions 
like, race, gender, (dis) abilities, disparities in socioeconomic status disrupt socioemotional 
constitution. In my personal teaching experience, there were few strategies and interventions in 
place, within the school environment, to best support emotional growth and wellbeing. The 
emergent Chapter provides a toolkit of resources (i.e. narratives, heuristics, breathing 
meditations, metalogues) to be used in schools and other learning spaces.    
The following is an email that I sent to my principal after meeting as a member of the school 
community to discuss an event that occurred over social media between racially mixed students. 
In the event, racial slurs and demeaning comments were being exchanged between students of 
color and non-minority students. One student (who is white) said, “I can’t wait to become a cop, 
so that I can kill you”. This particular comment was brought to the attention of the school 
leadership and a meeting was called to discuss how best to move forward to heal the community 
and address the ills of discrimination and racism that was exchanged on both sides of the event.  
August 1, 2016 
Thanks for inviting me to the session today. I hope this will not be the last 
time we meet to discuss actionable next steps. 
As I mentioned in the meeting today, I would caution conducting a 
restorative circle (of any kind) without proper structure, care, and thought.  
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I am including a paper I coauthored which discusses some ways we frame, 
what we call thorny issues (race, gender, sexuality, etc). My dissertation 
entails further characterizing safe spaces and using these spaces to 
mindfully unpack the emotions surrounding these issues.  
Hopefully, you have some time to review it [the paper] and maybe it can 
help guide the planning of a restorative circle or town hall meeting with 
the school community (at large)?  
I'm still hopeful we can become the school where there is "Academic 
excellence in a caring community" for all. When I mention community 
building, perhaps we can begin there. Break apart each component of the 
school motto and develop plans to address each (obviously, this is not 
exhaustive): 
Academic- what does it mean to be academic? Do we all have the same 
definition? Specific to gifted and talented ed, general ed and/or special ed? 
Excellence- Where is the bar? What is the standard? Benchmarks? 
Caring- what are our values? What does this look like? Do we care and 
value all? Accountability? What does it mean to respect all? 
Community- what does it mean to be a member of our school community? 
I am emotionally invested in seeing our school become a more caring 
community on many levels.  
Thanks again for including me in this transformative work. 
The nature of my email shows that the work of discussing thorny issues is authentic in nature. A 
criterion of tactical authenticity is the stakeholders address any disadvantages that have emerged 
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in the learning process. The questions surrounding the school motto allow room for catalytic 
authenticity, where all stakeholders share their voices and worldviews, but are charged with the 
burden of catalyzing improvements. Engaging in discussions about thorny issues provides an 
opportunity for all members of the community to learn from and understand each other.   
Safe spaces 
Perhaps the most notable contribution for me, as it relates to the drafting of the Chapter on 
mindfulness and thorny issues, is the notion of safety when discussing what safe spaces are and 
are not. As we collectively defined, “Safe spaces” are educative and dialogic spaces where the 
self | other uphold safety as a critical symbol of solidarity, hope and transformation. The 
ideology of a space where safety is critical represents a potential inroads for emotional healing, 
acceptance, and validation (Collins, 2004). Negative emotions in response to thorny issues of 
oppression, violence, discrimination can exist and take place with or without any such intentions 
by those involved or by those affected. For me, the following questions were left unresolved at 
the publication of the Chapter and remain a point of continued discourse in research circles and 
class discussions. I continue to ask: what does it mean to denote a physical space as a 
"safe space" and who (as in WHO has the authority and power) defines the rules for what is 
allowed there and what symbols, behaviors, language, and rituals are allowed there? The 
following is a struggle I’ve had following our work together as (co) participant | teacher | 
researchers: 
During our time together as (co) researchers in the course at Brooklyn 
College, Panagiota shared her experiences as a woman in science who felt as 
though she was discriminated against for being female (an feminine). The 
isolation and defeat was enough to cause her to leave a doctoral program in 
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chemistry and pursue teaching as a career. I was immediately entrained with her 
emotions and I too felt defeated and discriminated against as a female, Black 
American biochemist that desired to pursue a doctoral degree in biochemistry but 
was not admitted to the university I applied to though I had years of research 
experience and publications earned within the same university. Panagiota’s 
narrative was a contagion because I identified with all the emotions (even a 
contentious struggle with the notion of personal "success" and "failure"). Even 
though Panagiota denoted the space she shared her narrative as “safe”, I'm still 
not sure it was a totally safe space because I left the space feeling violated. As 
Panagiota spoke her truths, my emotional baggage was being privately unpacked. 
At the completion of Panagiota’s narrative, no members of the group addressed 
her and while she had no outward expressions of negative emotions or 
vulnerabilities- I was angry.  It made me question, what should we [participant | 
researchers] do when a member in our shared space is hurt or angry or emotional 
or etc.? How do we let them know that they are safe? 
An excerpt from the emergent chapter shows how we agreed to discuss my aforementioned 
thoughts:   
Leah, for example, was especially upset that the class, including the instructor 
(Konstantinos), did not express their solidarity with Panagiota more strongly. 
Especially because Leah and Panagiota, as two of the presenters who shared some 
of the most painful emotional experiences, place such a high importance on 
showing solidarity with those sharing, we are convinced that visibly showing 
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encouragement, solidarity, and valuing of their voices, is necessary (Alexakos, et. 
al, 2015). 
Thorny issues heuristic (Appendix A) 
As discussed in Chapter 1, heuristics are reflexive tools used to make sense of and process 
meanings associated with a particular social construct. In terms of discussing thorny issues, the 
(co) authors agreed that a heuristic would be useful in facilitating mindful discussions within 
learning spaces. The following numbered statements were the possible heuristic characteristics 
that I proposed for all (co) authors to deliberate and consider adding to the collective thorny 
issues heuristic: 
1. I forgive those who offend me during discussions related to thorny issues.  
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 22: I forgive those who may offend me during 
respectful and well-meaning conversations related to thorny issues. 
2. Others would say I show respect for members of marginalized populations. 
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 17: I encourage the conversation to go beyond re-
affirming supremacy of one group over another by providing a space for the knowledge and 
knowledge systems of those marginalized or left voiceless to be acknowledged and respected. 
3. My turn to talk is intentional, meaningful and honest, even if it hurts others.  
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 23a: Even when I experience discomfort, my talk 
is engaging, intentional, meaningful, and honest. 
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 23b: Even when I experience discomfort, my talk 
is mindful and kind, because it may hurt others. 
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4. I understand that others and myself may not be able to use language to describe the emotions 
related to thorny issues.  
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 24: I understand that others and I may not be able 
to use language to describe the emotions related to thorny issues. 
5. I show myself compassion where appropriate, as/as not a member of a marginalized 
population.  
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 25: I show myself compassion where appropriate. 
6. Not speaking after someone shares emotional pain may appear to be insensitive, so I show 
compassion in other ways.  
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 10: Through my talk or actions, I make sure I 
show solidarity and kindness to those who share painful memories of experiencing prejudice and 
injustice.  
7. Others would say I can be trusted to show respect while engaged in (e.g. discourse, teaching, 
living) difficult topics, like thorny issues.   
Became thorny issues heuristic, characteristic 6: I try to create an environment that is inclusive, 
provides space for other voices, is mutually supportive and is respectful to all.  
Response to Authentic Inquiry heuristic, characteristic (12)- My research is participant-
centered and jointly constructed. 
How does this characteristic relate to the authentic inquiry framework? 
Authentic inquiry is ontological, meaning the participants | researchers are open to change based 
on what they learn about each other as researchers, but also what is learned as a result of the 
quest for knowledge (the researched). In terms of authentic inquiry heuristic, characteristic (12), 
my research is participant-centered and jointly constructed, the emergence of this chapter was 
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contingent on the full-length autoethnographic narratives that were exchanged between 
Christian, Matthew and I as (co) teacher | researchers. The research was participant-centered, in 
terms of theory making, and the other co-authors- Arnau, Corinna, Konstantinos- were 
instrumental in performing the data acquisition and numbers crunching. Of all the chapters in 
this dissertation, I am most intrigued by this chapter because it is one of the first case studies of 
how heart rate and pulse rates may respond to difficult discussions that relate to race and other 
thorny issues in science education. The format of the paper was jointly constructed, with the 
criterion of educative authenticity, meaning all research participants were encouraged to 
understand and learn from the “other”.  
As the paper was being co-written, using the methodological framework of metaloguing   
(Roth & Tobin, 2004), it became clear to me that my expression of negative emotions as it 
relates to race, manifests physiologically (i.e. increased pulse rate, decreased dissolved oxygen in 
the blood) depending on the amount of emotional energy that is invested in a given event. 
Interestingly, within Christian who is another Black person (as I am), there were observed 
synchronies that relate to negative emotions. It is important to differentiate the term negative 
form the word “bad” and the term positive from the word “good”. While we are not related and 
have no other unifying biological characteristics other than being persons of color and science 
teachers, there was a significant degree of hegemony when processing the pangs of anger, fear, 
hurt, disgust as it relates to race, colorism, slave history, discrimination, and identity. Harboring 
negative emotions for too long, without the careful alleviation and healing of trauma, may be 
deleterious to the individual | collective, depending on the space in which the emotions are being 
discharged. Thorny issues within sociocultural theory come charged with emotions. While 
emotions are biological responses to coherence | difference grounded in the rules of social life; 
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transformation of oppressive and hurtful rules, schemas, and worldviews as they relate to thorny 
issues, may push negative emotional energy into more positive directions. Participant centered 
and jointly constructed research, imbued with polysemia and polyphonia, will ameliorate the 
unsafe learning environment. Negative emotions in a classroom are those that decrease 
emotional energy, dissolve solidarity, and negatively affect the sociocultural/socio-emotional 
climate of the learning field. Having mindful discussions and using methodologies of practice 
that cause (co) participants | researchers to center on each others’ individual | collective 
worldviews, may result in synchronies that can be intimately measured on a micro-physiological 
level.  
Major contribution as a coauthor of Chapter 4: 
As was previously described in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, I was invited to the course at 
Brooklyn College as a (co) participant | teacher | researcher. Christian Paylor-Smith and Matthew 
Hernandez, two in-service science teachers co-taught a unit on the history of race in American 
education.  
 The following is a list of all co-authors whom participated in the publishing of this paper: 
Role: Instructor of the course at Brooklyn College. 
Konstantinos Alexakos is a full professor in the School of Education at Brooklyn College 
(CUNY).  
Role: (Co) teachers | Researchers (while all (co) authors are considered (co) participant | 
researchers in the context of authentic inquiry, the three of us- Leah, Christian, Matthew - are 
separately denoted because we were responsible for (co) teaching the thorny topic of, race.) 
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Leah D. Pride is a doctoral candidate of Urban Education at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York.  
Christian Paylor-Smith is recent graduate of the Adolescent Science Education program at 
Brooklyn College. 
Matthew Hernandez is recent graduate of the Adolescent Science Education program at 
Brooklyn College. 
Role: Observer | Researcher (while all (co) authors are also considered observers | researchers in 
the context of authentic inquiry- Arnau, Corinna - participated as observers and first authors of 
the published chapter. As co-researchers, the observer | researcher participates in subsequent 
cogenerative dialogues and research squad meetings where the selected events were discussed.) 
Arnau Amat is a professor at Universitat de Vic - Universitat Central de Catalunya in Spain.  
Corinna Zapata is a doctoral candidate of Urban Education at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York.  
While I am listed as the fourth author in this particular chapter, it is important to 
remember that co-authorship in the context of authentic inquiry is not indicative of level of 
contribution or value as a (co) participant | researcher. In fact, my relative | perceived position in 
the listing of authors was actually a contentious emotional struggle for me to overcome. As an 
emerging researcher, this was the first article that I (co) authored which explicitly revealed my 
deep and troubling attachment to race, colorism, discrimination, and usage of the N-word. From 
an ontological standpoint, I had to revisit the thorny issues heuristic, characteristic (6), I try to 
create an environment that is inclusive, provides space, for others’ voices, is mutually 
supportive, and is respectful to all.   In publishing works that are closely aligned with one’s 
worldview, this is emotionally difficult and is one I had to work through with my (co) authors. 
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Corinna and I are in the same research squad and are in the same doctoral program at the CUNY 
Graduate Center and share the same advisor, Konstantinos Alexakos. As a collective, we agreed 
that Corinna and I will, each, use the (co) authored pieces in our respective dissertations, an 
authentic way to preserve voice and respect the collaborative nature of inquiry. I include these 
key points within my dissertation because it could be a thorny issue for advisors | (co) 
participants | researchers to contend with, if not handled with authenticity, great care and 
consideration. 
As chapter 4 emerges, my emotional and autoethnographic narratives (contributed by 
Leah, Christian, and Matthew) orient the statistical data (contributed by Arnau and Corinna) in 
this event-oriented inquiry, which is a methodological framework that informs authentic inquiry. 
Adopted from the work of William Sewell, event-oriented inquiry isolates pivotal “events” by 
looking anomalies and contradictions (Sewell, 2005). According to Tobin’s interpretation of 
Sewell, an event is one that ruptures a coherence trajectory – or a spike in the curve (Tobin, 
2014).  
Unique to my participation as (co) author | researcher: 
Synchrony 
I was a (co) participant | teacher | researcher who contributed physiological data (oximeter, heart 
rate, and pulse rate readings) coupled with thick autoethnographic descriptions. Using event-
oriented inquiry as a methodological framework (Sewell, 2005), the theoretical framework of 
synchrony was discussed amongst the (co) authors when we considered the significance of  
“spikes” in the physiological data, as it relates to heart rate and pulse rate data. 
One example of synchrony from the chapter: 
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“Leah and Christian’s heart rates pulsed synchronously for three seconds 
(between 01:19 and 01:21), while Christian was talking about the N-word. It was 
also observed that Christian and Leah shared the same ascending pattern for 15 
seconds, while Christian was explaining his disagreement with Kanye West’s 
usage of the N-word. The same microphysiological synchrony, between Christian 
and Leah observed during the Pudd’nhead Wilson event.” 
Colorism 
Christian and I discussed the social construct of colorism, as it relates to the ills of slavery, 
discrimination, social justice, and privilege. Colorism is will be discussed in Chapter 4 of my 
dissertation. When I became an instructor of the course at Brooklyn College, I deliberately 
incorporated explicit discussion of this thorny issue within the context of our course. Considering 
the authentic inquiry criterion, tactical authenticity, by challenging ideologies of race, privilege, 
and social justice, stakeholders were able to learn from each and hear of their (in) securities with 
skin color and the perceived | actualized privileges that are associated with it.  
An example of an authoethnographic excerpt on colorism from the chapter: 
“Leah: As Konstantinos told the story of Pudd’nhead Wilson, I thought to myself 
that I had never heard of this story and was shocked that it was never a reading 
that was assigned to be discussed in all my years of schooling. Though having 
heard this story for the first time, the description resonated with my family history 
and I began to reflect on how important skin color has been to my family. Over 
the years, I’ve often thought about how I’d fair as a light-skinned person, if I were 
born during the days of slavery and I can’t help but think about how my skin color 
has advantaged me over those who have more pigmentation.”  
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“Christian: When I think of the idea of being “mixed,” I think in my mind how 
many people may go through some kind of identity crisis – asking questions like 
“I don’t know who I am …”  
Response to Authentic Inquiry heuristic, characteristic (28)- I reflexively consider my own 
relationship to the past, present, and future (such as social origins, position and trajectory, 
habits of thought, shared beliefs, rituals, and values). 
How does this characteristic relate to the authentic inquiry framework? 
In Chapters 3 and 4, Konstantinos Alexakos was my doctoral advisor and the instructor of the 
course at Brooklyn College. While Arnau Amat in Chapter 3 never co-taught any units in the 
course at Brooklyn College, he was an experienced researcher and helped guide the cogenerative 
dialogues between Christian, Matthew and myself in the heart rates synchrony paper. In Chapter 
4, Arnau was instrumental in analyzing the statistical significance of the heart rate and pulse rate 
data, which was something I did not collaborate on. In Chapter 5 of this dissertation, I am the 
first author and instructor of the course at Brooklyn College. The direction in which the research 
went was contingent and emergent on the discussions I had with participants in my class. 
Authentic inquiry, which my work incorporates, centers on four-authenticity criterion adopted by 
Kenneth Tobin (Tobin, 2006) from an interpretation of Guba and Lincoln's work on authenticity 
in the research process (Guba & Lincoln, 1989): 
o Authentic inquiry is ontological; the teacher| researcher | participants are open to change 
based on what they learn in the research process. 
o Authentic inquiry is educative; teacher| researcher | participants are encouraged to 
understand and learn from the other. 
	 29	
o Authentic inquiry is catalytic; stakeholders are expected to benefit from the research and 
the research process is meant to catalyze change, not stand in the way of it.   
o Authentic inquiry is tactical, the teacher| researcher | participants address any 
disadvantages that may have emerged throughout the work, particularity for those who 
may not have the power to address them or are disadvantaged.  
As an instructor, I knew that sharing my narratives alongside those of students enrolled in my 
course would reveal inquiries into our ways of being and worldviews. I anticipated that this work 
would be thorny, as I had participated in the course as a co-teacher | participant | researcher in in 
the past. I anticipated that we would learn from each other. Having (co) published the thorny 
issues paper and the heart rate synchronies paper before taking on the role as teacher | researcher, 
I entered the teaching | learning space being hypersensitive to my own relationship to past habits 
of thought (particularly as it relates to race and gender), beliefs, values, and social constructs. In 
the context of this chapter and considering authentic inquiry heuristic, characteristic (28): I 
reflexively consider my own relationship to the past, present, and future (such as social origins, 
position and trajectory, habits of thought, shared beliefs, rituals, and values), I begin to theorize 
habitus and the beliefs I carried into the teaching | learning space with me as an instructor of 
science teacher education at Brooklyn College. The following is my free-write in response to a 
writing meditation with the aforementioned heuristic characteristic as the prompt.  
Leah: As an undergraduate student, I had reservations when it came to studying at 
Brooklyn College, even though I’m no stranger to the City University of New 
York. After completing my Associate’s degree in Chemical Technology at New 
York City College of Technology in Spring 2001, I had to make a decision on 
which senior college would be the best fit for me to continue my education. The 
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choice was narrow: either I would attend Brooklyn College, which is where most 
of my classmates decided to transfer to complete the science degree or I would 
attend City College, which was quite a distance from where I lived in Staten 
Island.  Having visited City College many times prior to graduation, I was quite 
familiar with the campus and the dynamics of the surrounding community; a place 
where the residual effects of the Harlem Renaissance, the historical influence of 
Morningside Heights, and the emerging Latin culture of Washington Heights 
collided. While courting the idea of transferring to City, I walked through the 
streets of Harlem and was reminded of the struggle Black Americans, like myself, 
had endured. Though the neighborhood was changing, there was fluidity, 
permeable borderlands (Anzaldua, 1987), cultural production erupted into the 
enmeshed fields encompassing it and I wanted to be a participant | contributor 
(Bourdieu, 1993). 
I had no connection to Brooklyn College and the neighborhood was a 
mystery to me. I researched the school and found that the campus was located in 
the Midwood-Flatbush region of Brooklyn. I entered higher education as a 
sheltered, first generation, college student, and my parents wanted me to attend a 
school that was close to my mother’s job site in downtown Brooklyn. To my 
father, “The name of the school doesn’t matter, so long as you get a college 
education, that’s what matters”. A college education was non-negotiable to my 
father and he expected my five siblings and I to get a college education.  
According to my father, the Brooklyn College campus was located in the 
heart of the “Caribbean”. It was a place where “the Blacks over there think they 
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are better than regular American Blacks. They think because they come over here 
and, so-called, do better than regular Blacks; they must be better than us. They 
don’t know that to White folks we are all the same, no matter where we come 
from”.  According to Willie Pride, to transfer to Brooklyn College would be the 
wrong decision, because of the population of people who attended the school. He 
seemed to know, with such conviction, that I would not be welcomed into the 
fold, because I am a Black American. According to William H. Sewell, schemas 
are the generalized rules that coherently enact | reproduce patterns within social 
life. Schemas are dialectically related to culture (Sewell, 2005) and for my dad; an 
acceptable cultural practice would be for Black Americans to stay away from 
other Blacks that “don’t respect us”. Engaging in authentic inquiry, a 
responsibility of stakeholders would be to learn from each other (Tobin, 2006). At 
the time, I knew nothing of authentic inquiry and did not have a mindfulness 
practice, outside of a prayer practice. I was not sure I was strong enough to bear 
the burden of educating others about what it means to be a successful, Black 
American with slave history in colonial America.  
Race was always a thorny issue for me growing up and it intensified as a 
science major in college. Interestingly, in my formal and informal undergraduate 
and graduate educational experiences within the City University of New York, I 
never met another Black American in a laboratory science program (Biology, 
Chemistry, Physics, or Environmental Science). There were so few 
underrepresented minorities in these programs that we all had an opportunity to 
meet each other and have dialogues about our experiences within CUNY. Though 
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we all had different ethnicities within the African diaspora, there was a fictive 
kinship (Alexakos, 2011) between us when we discussed painful and thorny 
examples of discrimination. As people of color in higher education, we struggled 
with the daily reminders that we were others, while privileged students received 
steady financial funding, impromptu access to faculty advisors, and a networking 
community of support from “others like them” not like us. Unique to the Black 
Caribbean and African students was their immigration experiences that united 
them and forged solidarity against the isolation from others, but as a person born 
in New York City- I had no one to vouch for me. The assumption was that I didn’t 
have a struggle, since I was “from here” but what no one took the time to 
understand and learn about me was that “here” didn’t bring me any such privilege. 
At times I worried going to my classes and sitting with students that never had 
conversations about being a person of color in the sciences in an urban university. 
The weight took its toll and I was forced to connect with people over science 
content, with the hope it would be enough to forge connections and emotional 
sustenance (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007). Up to now, I am still shocked and 
traumatized that I was relatively alone, as a Black American, studying science 
within the largest urban, public university in New York City. The prospects of 
me, a Black American female, becoming a doctoral student and successfully 
completing a program, contributed to the generalized anxieties I carry as a 
budding academician (Soto, Dawson-Andoh, & BeLue, 2011).  
My interest in race as a topic for doctoral research brought me to Brooklyn 
College. Learning that I would be working with Konstantinos Alexakos, I had 
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forgotten the crossroads I faced and didn’t expect that I would be on a journey 
that would bring me back to Brooklyn College.  As a doctoral student, it was 
suggested that I begin to observe the Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural 
Foundations of Education and Science course. I was given a syllabus and 
discovered that pre-service and in-service science teachers would be probing 
critical sociocultural topics (thorny issues) within science education. Topics on 
the history of race, gender, bioethics, evolution, and eugenics, intrigued me. The 
hope was that a research question would be sparked as I participated in the course 
as a co-teacher | researcher.  While I consider myself to be mindful and open to 
others’ epistemological, ontological and axiological standpoints, whether I agree 
or not, I accepted the challenge of observing this class with the fear that my 
standpoints would not be accepted as openly because of whom I am: a spiritual, 
Black American, cotton-picker’s daughter who became a science educator in spite 
of the deficit model that was layered around me. 
A year after my collaboration as a co-teacher| researcher | participant, I 
was asked to teach the course independently. Konstantinos and I discussed using 
it as a place to generate more theory and further bring awareness to other research 
questions. Of importance was my commitment to mindfully discuss thorny issues 
in “safe spaces” with students, which was going to be a research focus following 
the publication of Mindfulness and Thorny Issues (Chapter 3). I knew that I 
wanted my students to feel comfortable sharing their emotions with me, as I was 




USING LEARNING STORIES TO CAPTURE “GIFTED” AND “HARD WORKER” 
MINDSETS WITHIN A NYC SPECIALIZED HIGH SCHOOL FOR THE SCIENCES1 
Abstract 
 
All STEM educators, working in urban public school systems, are expected to provide 
opportunities for students to develop foundational scientific literacy skills in mathematics and 
science learning. However, the demands on STEM educators teaching the “gifted” or “high-
performing” students, attending STEM-focused schools, are much higher. Educators are 
expected to motivate, nurture, and propel the intrinsic or earned abilities these students possess. 
This article shares teaching- and learning-informed stories of a STEM educator (the author) and 
her students attending New York City Specialized High School for the Sciences. The goal is to 
document the complexities surrounding the notion of a gifted mindset: first from the author’s 
own experiences as a female scientist and person of color and second from the narratives of the 
students. Teaching and learning within a prestigious public school for the sciences comes with 
many narratives of challenge and triumph. The learning stories of empowered students reveal 
that they desire opportunities in the STEM classroom for meaningful learning. Students that want 
to take ownership in their learning will find a way to appropriate meaningful learning, even in 
restrictive classrooms. Learning stories, as a theoretical framework and narrative assessment tool 
are particularly useful in contextualizing the multi-dimensional aspects of being a STEM 
professional in education. 
 
																																																								
1	Pride, L.D. (2014). Using Learning Stories to Capture “Gifted” and “Hard Worker” Mindsets within a NYC 





New	 York	 City	 (NYC)	 Specialized	 High	 School	 for	 the	 Sciences	 (a	 pseudonym)	 has	 a	
longstanding	 tradition	 of	 challenging	 students	 in	 Science,	 Technology,	 Engineering,	 and	
Mathematics	(STEM)	curricula.	Alumni	and	educators	from	the	school	have	revolutionized	
every	aspect	of	 society:	 from	winning	 top	honors	 in	STEM-	 related	disciplines	 to	making	
innovative	strides	in	the	arts,	humanities,	and	business.	NYC	Specialized	High	School	for	the	
Sciences	 (N.Y.C.S.H.S)	 is	 one	 of	 nine	 specialized	 high	 schools	 in	 the	 NYC	 public	 school	
system.	 To	 be	 admitted	 to	 any	 of	 the	 specialized	 high	 schools,	 eighth	 or	 ninth	 grade	
students	take	the	NYC	Specialized	High	Schools	Admissions	Test	(SHSAT).	The	exam	is	the	
sole	 criterion	 for	 admissions	 into	 these	 prestigious	 schools.	 The	 racial	 texture	 of	 the	
student	 populations	 attending	 the	 oldest	 specialized	 high	 schools,	 including	 N.Y.C.S.H.S,	
have	 changed	 from	 being	 overwhelmingly	 White	 to	 increasingly	 Asian;	 however,	 one	
consistency	with	respect	to	diversity	is	that	there	is	little.	Every	year	there	is	public	outcry	
about	 how	 people	 of	 color	 (Blacks	 and	 Hispanics)	 are	 still	 underrepresented	 at	 NYC	
specialized	high	 schools,	making	up	 four	percent	of	 the	 student	population	 in	N.Y.C.S.H.S		
(Baker,	2012;	Chambers,	1977;		Gootman,	2006).		




N.Y.C.S.H.S,	 is	 a	 dilemma.	Nationally,	 less	 than	 half	 of	 the	 students	who	 enter	 into	 STEM	
undergraduate	curricula	as	freshmen	will	actually	graduate	with	a	STEM	degree	and	even	
fewer	 people	 of	 color	 are	 completing	 undergraduate	 and/or	 graduate	 degrees	 in	 STEM		
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(Hayes,	Whalen,	&	Cannon,	2009).	This	trend	has	a	negative	impact	on	the	pool	of	qualified	
individuals	 who	 can	 teach	 the	 next	 generation	 of	 future	 STEM	 students	
(Torres,	 	Santos,	 	Peck,	 &	 	Cortes,	 2005;	 Zygmunt-Fillwalk	 &	 	Clark,	 2007).	 High	 school	
students	 looking	 for	mentorship	 from	 STEM-trained,	 people	 of	 color	will	 have	 a	 difficult	
time	finding	qualified	individuals.		
As a highly qualified STEM educator at N.Y.C.S.H.S and as a person of color, I have 
offered myself as a mentor to all students interested in STEM and have never felt discriminated 
against for being who I am. My identity as a female scientist and person of color is celebrated 
and serves as a resource when teaching STEM content to my students. Having met some 
professional challenges with success in my STEM career, my abilities have often been perceived 
by others as “giftedness”. However, my drive is fueled by “hard work” and a “passion” for 
unearthing the mysteries of science and willingness to disseminate what I learned. The narratives 
collected in this paper, including my own, are centered on the teaching and learning of STEM 
curricula. The stories reveal struggles with identity; mindsets on the role of giftedness and the 
value of hard work in one’s life; overcoming challenges; and the quest for meaningful learning 
experiences. 
Contextualizing “Gifted” and “Hard Worker” Mindsets through Learning Stories 
	
Learning stories, originally developed by Margaret Carr, are stories about learning as they occur 
in a classroom or learning space (Carr, May, & Podmore, 1998). Stories may vary in how they 
are told: presentation (visual, written), tone (autobiographical, 3rd person), format (paragraph, 
outline), and style (narrative, life story) may change; but all learning stories shed light on the 
events that emerge when an individual takes ownership in their learning. Another key element of 
learning stories is that the storyteller can be the teacher in the classroom, the individual student, a 
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parent, paraprofessional, or administrator. Traditionally, many of the learning stories have been 
written within early childhood education classrooms in Australia and the UK, but have only 
recently been extended into higher education classrooms in the US (Drummond, 2012).  As a 
theoretical framework, Carr describes the following sequence as a learning story: 1) finding an 
interest- a learner becomes hooked or invested in a problem; 2) being involved- the learner 
decides whether or not to participate 3) persisting with difficulty- when challenges arise, does the 
student “stick with it” or “give up”; 4) expressing an idea- how will the student demonstrate 
what they learned and 5) taking responsibility or ownership (Carr, May, & Podmore, 1998).  
Learning stories can reveal much about a person’s mindset, particularly as it relates to learning in 
a STEM classroom.  Research suggests there are two distinct mindsets amongst individuals when 
describing intelligence and ability: they identify with a “fixed mindset”, where ability in rigorous 
subjects like STEM “comes natural and is intrinsic” or individuals identify with a “growth 
mindset” where success in a subject develops over time with “hard work” (Dweck, 2010). My 
own learning story and the learning stories of students in my classroom at N.Y.C.S.H.S. suggests 
giftedness masks itself as a fixed mindset and the notion of hard work is a component of the 
growth mindset. Using learning stories in the STEM classroom provides teachers with a 
methodology for informing a community of practice. In order to promote the growth mindset in 
all students, more meaningful learning tasks should be offered for students, while collecting 
learning stories from multiple perspectives as artifacts Working through challenges is a given in 
STEM, but if students are not explicitly presented with examples of narratives from people who 
persisted through challenges, they may never realize that “even geniuses had to work hard to 
develop their abilities” (Dweck, 2010). The larger goal is to address attrition rates within STEM 
disciplines, especially amongst people of color, and the collection of learning stories may be one 
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viable tool for addressing this concern. 
Autobiographical learning story: The value of challenges and hard work in science 
laboratories 
	
My own learning story, as it relates to “giftedness” and “hard work” in STEM 
begins in college. I was always interested in exploring how the world works, so 
deciding to major in chemistry was a step towards satisfying my need to probe my 
natural surroundings more meaningfully. Others celebrated me as a rising STEM 
student because after completing one semester of college chemistry, I decided to 
intern at a research facility. I co-authored and published my first scientific paper 
in The Journal of Physical Chemistry, all by the age of nineteen and before 
earning even an Associates degree. While this particular research project was very 
challenging and at times I considered giving up, I credit the supportive 
relationship I had with my mentor, who happened to be a White, male in his 40s, 
originally from the UK. When I considered returning home many times before the 
project was completed, he would remind me of what brought me to that particular 
learning environment in the first place: an insatiable drive to unearth new 
knowledge in science. I looked forward to the day when I would be able to share 
what I helped “discover”. Our work was accepted at national and international 
conferences, and I was invited to talk about my experiences as a researcher. 
Confidence in presenting our work did not come easy and in fact, many times I 
was corrected; however, ownership through my hard work eventually grew into a 
mindset--if I worked hard, I could grow to succeed in this field. As more 
publications and presentations accumulated, the title of “gifted” began to swirl 
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around my name, making me uncomfortable. I’ve always put quotation marks 
around the word gifted because I never thought of myself as such, but knew that 
as a female and as a person of color, I had to work hard to be considered equal to 
my counterparts. What made me successful was my commitment to fully engage 
in activities that would challenge my thinking and I had a network of STEM 
professionals that could mentor me and enrich my learning as I trained to be a 
STEM professional. My efforts in research and learning eventually resulted in a 
Master’s degree in biochemistry and the recent co-authored publication of my 
thesis. (Doherty, et al., 2012).  
This learning story is the first of many professional narratives that have helped shape my 
identity as a scientist and educator. As a first generation college graduate, I learned the value of 
hard work from my parents; but I learned “science” by doing science-related work in laboratory 
settings. My hard work combined with mentorship from STEM professionals proved to be 
invaluable for my becoming the scientist I am today. 
Story of professional ownership: “I am a scientist!” 
I began teaching at N.Y.C.S.H.S, two years after working in the biomedical field 
as a research technician following the completion of my degree. The 
administrators at the school, mostly Ph.Ds and former research scientists 
themselves, celebrated my STEM research and college-level teaching 
experiences. My identity as a scientist and as an educator was justified by my 
experiences, but I was uncomfortable with how being a person of color would be 
received in a school where the student population is predominately Asian and 
White, and the teachers are predominately White. As a research technician, I 
	 40	
wanted to be acknowledged as a scientist and thought my hard work and 
experience was enough to justify my identity, but having only a Master’s degree 
limited how principal investigators and some STEM professionals viewed my 
qualifications. In my experience, being a person of color without doctoral 
qualifications further reduced how seriously I was taken in the realm of 
biomedical research. My title was technician and in that category I would stay, no 
matter what experiences I brought to the field. Transitioning into science 
education at N.Y.C.S.H.S, it was my experience that administrators were less 
concerned with an educator’s racial identity—whether he or she is a person of 
color or not—but more concerned with outstanding pedagogy. Working at this 
school, my identity as a person of color is secondary, whereas my 
accomplishments as a scientist and STEM educator are celebrated. I introduce 
myself as a scientist and the students respect me because of my appreciation of 
science. They, in turn, engage science more because they want to understand what 
keeps me and other scientist and science educators interested in our craft. 
Science, to me, involves probing the accepted, challenging the unaccepted, 
and posing problems for deliberation  (Shor, 1992). In my classroom, I practice 
science everyday by posing problems for my students to deliberate and reflect on, 
but also explore their scientific deliberations by designing and carrying out 
experiments.  The rigor of problem posing in my science classroom is analogous 
to the dynamic exchange that STEM researchers engage in while enacting science 
culture in their laboratories around the world. I am sure to make my research and 
learning practices transparent, with the anticipation that as I enact the mindset of 
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growth and scientific inquiry during our dialogues and laboratory exercises within 
our science classroom, students will appropriate these as they become relevant 
(Carr, May, & Podmore, 1998; Smith, 2010).  
My teaching and learning-informed stories serve as exemplars of hard work and 
perseverance, not “giftedness”, for the young people I teach. I am open about having made 
discoveries in science but I am equally transparent with my students about my struggles with 
learning how to reconcile my personal and professional identities and mindsets. As an educator, 
I’ve found listening for and constructing learning stories with my students, to be a useful tool for 
mentorship and motivating continual growth as a learner and as a person. 
I had an opportunity to intimately probe N.Y.C.S.H.S students regarding the construct of 
giftedness and how it relates to their identities. Many students at N.Y.C.S.H.S reported that they 
were familiar with the term gifted because some had participated in gifted and talented programs 
in primary and middle schools; or family members often referred to them as “smart” and 
“special”; or school administrators admittedly held them to higher standards. Though students 
reportedly feel pressured to “live up to the gifted thing,” many of them reject the label and 
identify themselves as hard workers, which is why they have been successful (Dweck, 2010).  
Learning stories of giftedness and hard work in a STEM classroom 
	
Learning stories, like other narrative methodology, are unique in that they reveal identity-shaping 
processes while they occur in a particular field. To capture affiliations with giftedness, I began 
by telling my N.Y.C.S.H.S students that in addition to being a teacher, I am also a doctoral 
student and my goal is to somehow contextualize what it means to be “gifted” from their own 
perspective, working under the assumption that they are gifted because the school they attend has 
been described as a school for the elite and gifted. Students voluntarily contributed their voice in 
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the form of anonymous writing prompts to questions I framed.  Over the course of a week, 
students put nameless responses to two prompts in a designated folder.  
Prompt 1: Assumption: You are gifted. How does that make you feel? 
Prompt 2: What would you like to see us (STEM teachers) incorporate into our lessons? 
Interestingly, an overwhelming majority of students passionately responded to Prompt 1, 
more so than Prompt 2. Two mindsets emerged from student responses to Prompt 1 (Dweck, 
2010). Below are responses from two students that I selected as representative of the dichotomy 
in the student population. 
Gifted: “Knowing that I am gifted makes me more confident in my abilities and 
less attentive to my disabilities and flaws.” 
Hard Worker: “I’m not gifted, I’m motivated. I work hard at things I love. This 
fact makes me feel proud. Anyone can be “gifted”, if they’re passionate.” 
 Interestingly, it is evident that these representative learning stories both contain claims of 
identity. I highlighted the words “makes me” from both statements because each student makes a 
claim about the mindset that they have as a part of their identity: gifted or hard worker.  The first 
learning story is front-loaded with a gifted identity, which manifests as a mindset of confidence, 
triumph, and resilience that far surpasses any challenges, weaknesses, and flaws one may have 
(Dweck, 2010).  The story of the gifted student shows evidence of a mindset that has been 
justified by many echoing voices: the individual’s believed intrinsic abilities, as well as praise 
from family members, teachers, administrators, and classmates.  
In contrast, the second learning story is autonomous and weighted with evidence that 
rejects giftedness as a mindset. This story is informed by the storyteller’s self-authored truths or 
facts: “I’m motivated” and “I work hard at things I love”. Identity within the hard worker story is 
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framed independent of natural or intrinsic abilities, but is rather fueled by passion, motivation, 
and drive  (Dweck, 2010).  
As a STEM educator, we can use these learning stories as a way to enrich the learning 
environment. Gifted or hard working, students within the N.Y.C.S.H.S field, made it 
overwhelmingly clear in response to Prompt 2 that they expect to be challenged with STEM 
content that provides opportunities for meaningful collaborations with their peers. Their 
autobiographical learning stories revealed that they know they can handle the work and no longer 
want to “feel” disconnected from STEM content discussed in the classroom, but desire teachable 
moments and planned activities that relate STEM to the “lived experience” or “real world.”  
 I am fortunate that my students desire enriched curricula that push their gifted abilities 
and/or hard working ethos towards critical consciousness; however, this does pose an enormous 
challenge for the teacher who is planning curriculum.  The theme of challenges consistently 
emerged in the context of our learning stories. When challenges arise, we employ coping 
strategies, either reliance on our giftedness or hard work, which yield resilience and triumph 
rather than defeat (Carr, May, & Podmore, 1998).  
Pedagogical Challenges and Triumphs 
	
My teaching story as a STEM educator at N.Y.C.S.H.S is filled with many pedagogical 
challenges. One particular challenge is the mandate, imposed by administrators, that teachers 
only use an inductive pedagogical approach to teach STEM content. This style of teaching is 
traditionally teacher-centered and keeps the power dynamic in the favor of the teacher thus 
oppressing the students’ creativity, “motivation and passion.” In response to Prompt 2, students 
expressed that they wanted to authentically co-create meaningful learning experiences within the 
mandated curriculum, which is a challenge when the fixed mindsets of administrators control 
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how STEM content is taught at the school.   
Vignette: Teacher-student co-teaching in a STEM classroom 
During one developmental lesson in which my class and I were discussing 
digestion, I observed Student A turn to speak with Student B, while I was still 
speaking. As I was asking the whole group my prescribed questions, I moved 
closer to the part of the room where the two students were talking quietly. I did 
not interrupt the dialogue between the two students. As I drew closer to where the 
students were, I noticed Student A drawing figures of little people with headsets 
and packages within a larger drawing of the human body with the digestive tract 
outlined. The figures were not random doodles, but rather a comic strip analogy 
of how each organ along the digestive tract could relate to workers in a processing 
factory. Student A was interested in the topic we were discussing, but was not 
interested in the way I was engaging him. As Student A continued to draw and 
discuss the analogies with the students around him, they became more interested 
in his ideas. Pretty soon they were contributing their own descriptions, 
explanations, and analogies for how the system works and justified their claims. I 
stopped my questioning long enough to hear that their talk was valuable and 
offered a different approach to disseminating science content. I instructed the 
students to arrange in small groups. I looked over the work that Student A had 
completed thus far to check that it was sound, and upon approval we continued 
discussing the content in small groups, not in the context of teacher-student, but 
as co-teachers (Tobin & Roth, 2006).   
It could be argued that the students tipped the power pendulum in their favor when they 
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triumphantly liberated themselves from my oppressive method of pedagogy, as mandated by my 
administration. Mikhail Bakhtin would analyze this teaching story from the framework of 
carnival: where students mocked my authority by dismissing my scripted lesson and reveled in 
the modality posited by their classmate (Bakhtin, 1984). The students, whether gifted or 
hardworking, transferred the authority from me to Student A and took ownership of their 
learning experiences.  
Summary 
	
Urban STEM education is filled with many challenges that may impose constraint on 
how best to motivate, nurture, and propel the “intrinsic” or “earned” abilities students possess. 
One challenge is having increased diversity of students attending these elite STEM schools. At 
N.Y.C.S.H.S., an elite institution within the NYC public school system, people of color, both 
students and teachers, continue to be grossly underrepresented at the school. Data shows that 
many Black and Hispanic students taking the admissions test score within the lower percentiles 
and fail to meet the benchmark for admissions. The lack in teacher diversity within STEM 
disciplines continues to pervade the entire school system, especially at elite institutions, because 
large numbers of underrepresented minorities fail to complete post-secondary STEM degrees. 
Unfortunately, transforming these practices will take federal, state, and local policy action: a 
political trifecta with the end goal of much needed diversity, equity, and sustainability. I offer 
myself as a mentor for all students, but as a trained STEM professional and educator, my 
experiences suggest that there are opportunities available for other people of color to excel in 
STEM.  
It is critical for future generations of STEM students, brimming with potential to impact 
the world, to see highly educated and qualified educators in their classrooms. Learning stories 
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offer a way to make learning visible and highlight the value of one’s learning and achievement 
process. They also reveal much about a person’s mindset, particularly as it relates to learning in a 
STEM environment. In subjects that are traditionally described as “hard” and “challenging”, 
providing select autobiographical teaching and learning stories from STEM students, teachers 
and/or professionals about challenges, hard work and triumphs, may be a tool for support and 
mentorship. In this technological age, blending visual and social media in the form of blogs or 
photo and work samples may be a way to reach our young stakeholders.  
Other challenges with issues of identity and mindset surrounding the perceived benefits 
or stigmas associated with giftedness in STEM disciplines should be explored further. A 
common theme that emerged, beginning with my stories of reconciling identities and ending with 
my students reconciling assumed identities of giftedness, was that many of us reject assumptions 
about our own meaningful learning. We want our “motivation, passion, and hard work” to speak 
for us. Students attending elite institutions are empowered to collectively advocate for a quality 
education that challenges them, but also allows for authenticity and opportunities for the student 







MINDFULNESS AND DISCUSSING “THORNY” ISSUES IN THE CLASSROOM2 
 
Abstract  
Being in the moment, showing compassion, being non-judgmental, acknowledging deep 
emotional challenges without getting stuck: these are mindfulness characteristics important to us 
as teachers, yet not often included in teacher preparation. These concerns become magnified 
when we focus on difficult knowledge and thorny issues, like topics related to gender and race. 
Using a sociocultural framework, we address how mindfulness, heuristics, and other 
contemplative practices can be adopted to create safe, supporting, and healing spaces for such 
complex, often emotionally painful discussions. Participant narratives are used extensively to 
provide a voice to those marginalized or hurt. Drawing from these narratives and their 
experience in discussing thorny issues, we put forth possible solutions and interventions that can 
create spaces that encourage and support critical discourse through mindful practices. The 
development of a heuristic for discussing thorny issues whose characteristics can be adopted by 
interested teachers and educators to help frame and mediate this type of difficult discussion is an 
outcome of this research. 
In teaching science, we generally associate safety with lab safety, and ethical conduct with 
morals and being professional. Unfortunately, in teaching and learning, dangerous and risky 
learning environments are not limited to laboratories, and there are many situations where just 
treating everyone “professionally” or “equally” is not enough to address and alleviate underlying 
																																																								
2	Alexakos, K., Pride, L. D., Amat, A., Tsetsakos, P., Lee, K. J., Paylor-Smith, C., Zapata, C., Wright, S., & Smith, 
T. (2015). Mindfulness and discussing “thorny” issues in the classroom. Cultural Studies of Science 
Education. 11, pp. 371.  
	
	 48	
hurtful, often hidden, inequities and biases. While teachers and students may have a passion for 
science, many reveal narratives and life histories of oppression, exclusion, and discrimination 
that have strong negative effects on their wellbeing and on their success in progressing through 
the science pipeline. These concerns become magnified when we focus on sensitive and 
vulnerable sociocultural subjects such as gender, sexuality, disabilities, special needs, race, 
ethnicity, discrimination, socioeconomic status, and class. It becomes an issue of educating 
science teachers on how to unpack and discuss their intimate personal belief systems more 
mindfully. If we are to welcome others, how do we create opportunities to not only share, learn 
and grow, but also to validate, respect, and show solidarity with those who may have identities, 
experiences, and perspectives unlike ours, and who may have been harmed by prejudice? 
We use the phrase “thorny issues” to describe those sensitive and vulnerable sociocultural 
questions associated with identity and valanced with strong emotional energy. The imagery of 
the word “thorny” evokes an emotion of potential suffering, pain, and fear; it is purposeful in 
contextualizing just how uncomfortable exploring such charged topics may be. Because such 
questions are enmeshed with the fibers of social life (Bourdieu 1977), we argue that for those 
engaged in this authentic process, by exploring thorny issues with respect and compassion and 
by revealing the humanistic vulnerabilities that we bring to an educative space, there is potential 
for transformative learning and healing and ontological shapeshifting. 
In the context of this research, we resist the temptation to perceive the thorn as protective to 
the individual, as it is to an organism in the biological realm. Quite the contrary, in social life, 
thorny issues are replete with oppressive ideologies and restrictive practices, meant to 
dehumanize people and cause violence to those marginalized in society.  
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Leah: During our discussion [on thorny issues at the May 2015 USER-S forum], I (Leah) 
was asked if the imagery of thorns could be considered protective to the individual, from a 
cognitive and/or psychological perspective. Immediately thinking of race, as a thorny issue 
that I grapple with every day as a Black-American woman, I opened my mouth to speak but 
emotions of fear, anger, jealously, sadness, and pain swelled before the words could ever 
leave my mouth. I began to tear, never having said a word. It became clear to the person 
who asked the question that the thorns we reference may have deleterious physiological 
ramifications and are not protective to the individual, because they relate to ill-being and 
unhappiness. 
Our manuscript focuses on the often challenging emotional experience of participating in these 
difficult discussions, what we learned in the process, and how such conversations can be 
encouraged, welcomed, and more appropriate through the use of mindful practices and 
heuristics. Being in the moment, showing compassion, being non-judgmental, acknowledging 
deep emotional challenges without getting stuck, and creating opportunities for healing: these 
are mindfulness characteristics important to us as teachers, yet not often included in teacher 
preparation. This is a case where theory, like radical listening, use of coteaching heuristics, 
breathing meditation, becoming more mindful (becoming aware, showing compassion), 
welcoming different perspectives and learning from the "other," helps frame teaching and 
learning practices and ways of carrying out discourse.  
In turn, discussing emotionally difficult topics using mindful practices also generates critical 
theory. In exploring these strong emotions, we are interested in what it means to create safe, 
emotional spaces in which to have the kinds of discussion needed for these difficult issues. Such 
discussions often include the sharing of personal stories that may be painful and fraught with 
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tensions and misunderstandings. While discussing thorny issues can be very uncomfortable and 
at times offensive, such as the "n" word3 and what it means to different participants, especially 
those who have experienced the violence it embodies, it is important dialogic and dialectical 
work to embark upon (hooks 1994). A major outcome of this inquiry is the creation of a heuristic 
that helps frame discussions of difficult sociocultural “thorny” issues and contributes to the 
wellness of those involved.  
While our paper is empirical it is also self-reflective. Its structure reflects the polyphonia and 
polysemia advocated by the authors. It includes multiple voices from many perspectives. Two 
sites are used for research and interpretation: one is Brooklyn College (BC), while the other is a 
USER-S forum at the Graduate Center (GC). Both sites are part of the City University of New 
York (CUNY). USER-S is a monthly forum on sociocultural research founded by Kenneth Tobin 
when he became part of the faculty at GC. Over the years, it has evolved to include presentations 
by students and faculty on science and math education, critical pedagogy, mindfulness and 
wellness, emotions, cultural and disability studies, and the learning sciences. It brings together 
undergraduate and graduate students and faculty from many of the component colleges of CUNY 
and the New York City metropolitan area, as well as many visiting national and international 
scholars and researchers.  
The narratives discussed in this article include cogenerative dialogues and student and class 
discussions from a graduate level course at Brooklyn College for science teachers on historical 










course for first year graduate students in a science education masters of art program in teaching 
(MAT) with a focus on difficult topics in science education and in science, like race, gender, 
sexuality, and evolution. While the class presentations and discussions on the topics of gender, 
sexuality, and race deserve to be investigated and expanded further in depth, in this manuscript 
we focus our inquiry primarily on some of the students and their narratives as a way of 
illustrating and un-silencing (Rivera Maulucci and Mensah 2015) their personal experiences with 
thorny and difficult struggles. Reflective practices, including heuristics, are viewed as important 
tools that can help frame and guide conversations on such necessary, though troublesome, 
uncomfortable, and even painful discussions. Almost all of the narratives from that course are 
from the class that the first author (Konstantinos) taught this past spring (2015). The comments 
by Celeste are not part of that course. Celeste was a student in the previous year’s course (with a 
different instructor) who writes about her experience with discussing thorny issues then, as well 
as “coming out” in a different course the following semester (in her second year). While gay 
marriage may have been legalized this year in the United States, “coming out” as being gay, even 
at a university, is not easy; it is fraught with possible negative social repercussions and remains a 
difficult decision, especially for young, aspiring teachers. 
Most of the students taking the course in the spring of 2015 had begun the MAT program in 
the fall of 2014, while for about a third, the spring 2015 was their first semester. In the fall 
semester, a coteaching heuristic (Tobin and Alexakos 2013) was used extensively to frame 
mindful interactions and coteaching presentations in their classes (see Appendix B). In addition, 
they had also become familiar with radical listening (Tobin 2011) as a tool that is not only 
inclusive but also values difference. Radical listening is captured in the mindful listening and 
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mindful speaking heuristics found in the Appendix of this manuscript (Appendix C and 
Appendix D).  
Some of the authors, like Leah, Arnau, Corinna, and Shequana were participant-researchers. 
Leah had sat in on part of the same course a year before (spring 2014). This time (spring 2015), 
she decided to join in with the group doing the presentation on race to the class. Her comments 
reflect her participation in both of these semesters. Panagiota and Kristi were the two student 
classroom presenters on the gender and sexuality topics. Moreover, they participated in several 
cogenerative dialogues and took on the role of co-researchers. Christian was one of the co-
presenters on race (along with Leah). Theila was a second year student in the program who, with 
Celeste, had taken the course the year before (spring 2014). She too, because of her interest in 
race, became a co-researcher. Because of the collaborative and intertwined roles students, 
teachers, and researchers share across fields (teaching, learning, and researching), our use of the 
word “participants” includes (unless otherwise specified) students, teachers, and researchers.  
Like the narrative above by Leah, in addition to those that emerged directly from the course at 
BC, this article also includes narratives that emerged during or because of a USER-S forum in 
May (2015) and the cogenerative dialogues that took place during and after. At this USER-S, 
Arnau and Corinna presented on the use of oximeters and synchrony in the classroom using 
examples from the presentation on race, while Konstantinos, Leah, Kristi, and Panagiota 
presented on discussing difficult issues. 
Thorny issues, authenticity, and dialectics: the framework for research and transformation 
In dialogic interactions, the interactions between self and other are dialectical and recursive 
(Bakhtin, Voloshinov, Medvedev, and Morris 1994). If one element is changed, the opposite is 
transformed in the process as well; each element in these dualities presupposes and mediates 
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the other. Each constituent meaning is a part of a whole and one does not exist without the 
other (Sewell 1999). We use the vertical stroke when describing the interconnected 
relationships of dialectics (Tobin 2012). For example, many of us have experienced times 
when we have said the wrong thing or others have said the wrong things to us. We | they know 
it was wrong and we | they may have felt offended, violated or ashamed because of what was 
said. The closer the subject is to our | their inner core identities, the more it may hurt and the 
stronger the negative emotion felt (Turner 2002). In our collective experience, transgressions 
involving race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, body weight, and poverty can be 
especially upsetting. Comments like, “When are you due?” when the person is not pregnant or, 
“All these people look alike” when making assumptions based on skin color or ethnicity, or 
asking, “What’s his name?” when the he is a she or someone other: these comments can and 
do cause a lot of hurt and shame for us | them.  
Our research into thorny issues is hermeneutic, interpretive, participant-centered, and 
grounded in doing authentic inquiry (Alexakos 2015). In doing this work, we believe in retaining 
complexity grounded in context (Tobin 2014a), and multiple perspectives and axiologies, 
including the researchers’ own assumptions as well as the participants’ ways of seeing and 
experiencing their worlds. For these reasons, and to address the authenticity criteria that include 
valuing, respecting and learning from difference, we extensively employ cogenerative dialogues 
(Tobin and Roth 2005) as a generative and expansive methodology in our discourse. It becomes 
more reflective of others’ practices, and helps in documenting difference. Cogenerative 
dialogues (or cogen) are ongoing dialogues between and among researchers, students, and other 
stakeholders around a topic of interest. What makes cogen different than other forms of 
discussion is that they emphasize difference as a resource and learning from difference through 
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critical discussions, without privileging one voice or one interpretation over another, such as a 
teacher’s view over a student’s, or that of a researcher over that of other types of participant. 
To better capture, nuance, and learn from such multi-ontological and multi-phenomenological 
perspectives, and axiologies, we decided to present to the readers longer narratives than we had 
initially expected, perhaps longer than normally found in research articles. If we argue that we 
accept polysemia and polyphonia, and if this article is to give voice to those that have been 
marginalized or have had their voices silenced, how much do we now edit participants’ 
narratives? In Bakhtinan dialogism, the narrative has authority and if it is one prickled with 
thorns, it should be the symbol by which the individual | collective or self | other problematizes 
(Bakhtin 1984). However, not all narratives have authority or are valued equally (Grusky and 
Szelényi 2011). Thus, in this article we extensively use personal, almost uncut written and oral 
narratives to illustrate the strength of emotions experienced by those participants who have 
experienced hurt and harm. We hope that the readers agree with us that the narratives we present 
here are so powerful and educative, that it was essential in this discussion to be keep them as 
they were said or written, instead of summarizing them or otherwise minimizing their voice. By 
retaining polysemia (multiple perspectives or worldviews) and polyphonia (the inclusion of 
multiple or different voices), difference becomes a resource for learning and understanding from 
others and how they experience and interpret life. Though such conversations may be 
uncomfortable, by allowing a space for the voices of those harmed by prejudice, like racism and 
sexism, we as educators can encourage not only acceptance of those hurt by mainstream 
practices, but can also use such opportunities to understand, share, empathize, and learn from 
their experiences. 
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We consider identity as dialogic and fluid, not separate from the collective experience. The 
individual and the collective (I | other) dialectically, simultaneously and continually mediate each 
other (Tobin 2014a). Participants (researchers included) experience learning together and 
become further aware of difference and complexity. Because the interactions are dialogic, 
changes in one change the other and so become transformative.  
Framing our research on emotions is Bakhtin’s work (Bakhtin et al. 1994) on dialogic 
interactions, polysemia, and polyphonia, the work by Bourdieu on reflexive practices (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 1992), Randall Collins (2004) on interaction rituals, emotional synchrony and 
entrainment, the strength of personal emotions by Jonathan Turner (2002) and William Sewell’s 
(2005) understanding of dialectical processes and contradictions where opposites are 
simultaneously empowering and constraining, sustaining and transforming. To helps us reframe 
our view of others, from a theoretical perspective we incorporate a methodological bricolage that 
is interpretive, multilevel, and authentic (Tobin 2014a).  
Critical participatory research explores and confronts forms of oppression and thus is very 
salient in exploring difficult knowledge. Critical ontology (Kincheloe 2011) is grounded in 
respecting and learning from difference and being transformed by that process. According to Joe 
Kincheloe (2011), by engaging as critical researchers, it helps us understand who we are, how 
our beliefs have been and are being shaped by dominant beliefs, ideological biases, cultural 
rituals and perspectives, and how we create meaning. Rather than seeing ourselves as alienated 
and isolated from the rest of the world, he argued that, through critical ontology we begin to 
reconnect with others, nature and the cosmos at large. 
In addition to our framework above, Glenn Singleton’s work (2014) on “Courageous 
Conversations” on race, further informed the findings of our inquiry. A courageous conversation, 
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he writes, “Engages those who won’t talk … Sustains the conversation when it gets 
uncomfortable or diverted … [and] deepens the conversation to the point where authentic 
understanding and meaningful action occur” (Singleton 2014, p. 26). He argues that four 
agreements are necessary in having difficult discussions: “stay engaged … expect to experience 
discomfort … speak your truth … expect and accept a lack of closure” (Singleton 2014, p. 27). 
The appropriation of thorny issues 
Academic and non-academic papers, dialogic in nature, may avoid bringing up the centrality 
that thorny issues may have in what is presented to the reader, and how what is presented 
relates to the landscape of social life. In a case that shook a generation, not just in New York 
City (NYC) where it happened but across the world, in 1989, five African-American and 
Hispanic teenagers were convicted of savagely beating and raping a young, white, female that 
came to be known as the Central Park Jogger. Major NYC newspapers branded these teens 
“wolf packs” with calls that they be executed (Roberts 2011). Twelve years later, and after 
serving jail time, their sentences were vacated when a convicted murderer and serial rapist, 
whose DNA matched the sperm of the attacker, confessed to the rape. Absent from the original 
article in the New York Times (Wolff 1989) is any mention of race, though it was an 
underlying element in how these young men were dehumanized and framed for this hideous 
crime.  
Exploring difficult knowledge poses different dilemmas and challenges, and great care is 
required when unpacking the emotions related to thorny issues. Thorny issues and the 
discussions that ensue may be discomforting, but are necessary if we are to address questions of 
(in)justice adequately and ethically. For more hopeful and positive transformation and so that we 
may theorize how we address related issues as teachers, Michalinos Zembylas (2014b) merges 
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Judith Butler’s work on grievability and vulnerability in response to America’s “War on 
Terrorism” following 9/11 (Butler 2004) and her response to the violence, exploitation and 
torture during the American war in Iraq (Butler 2009) with Deborah Britzman’s concept of 
“difficult knowledge” (e.g., Britzman 2000), such as interrogating our own ways of knowing, 
interpreting and feel about our own traumatic experiences and those of others. Zembylas argues 
that we as educators must be vigilant against disempowerment and marginalization of already 
oppressed groups, while understanding that there may be asymmetries in the responsibilities, 
shared complexities and vulnerabilities when dealing with suffering and trauma and capacities to 
be hurt or to hurt others. He suggests that a way out of the dilemma of addressing the complexity 
of such knowledge is for educators to critically and cautiously engage and nuance these 
challenging topics in ways that go beyond the binaries of good and bad, victim and victimizer. 
Hence, how we feel, whether we are the offender or the one hurt, is dependent on and emergent 
from the interaction of self | other. While it may not be easy to recover, becoming aware of the 
transgression and the harm done to others is important, as is accepting responsibility for what 
was done and trying to make amends by not only apologizing for our, hopefully, momentary 
stupidity, but also by transforming ourselves to be better, kinder, more compassionate, and more 
aware. 
Sometimes, it may be when the issues themselves are avoided that the dialogic space becomes 
thorny. At the USER-S May 2015 forum, Konstantinos, Leah, Kristi, and Panagiota focused on 
issues of gender and race that arose in their research. The presenters did not make reference to 
gender’s relatedness and distinctions to sexuality. The intentions of the presenters were to 
illuminate that discrimination against women in science endures because of gender. However, in 
the follow up discussion, one forum participant noted feeling hurt because of the absence or 
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avoidance of any mention of sexuality as a contributing factor to discrimination and pain, 
particularly in the sciences. In presenting, by not having acknowledged the connectedness of 
sexuality to gender, the exclusion was thorny and inadvertently caused emotional violence by the 
presenters’ omission. But by having that discussion, it allowed for the presenters as well as the 
audience to become transformed and better grasp the necessary distinctions between sexuality 
and gender, that while the two may have many commonalities, there are also many elements of 
discrimination and sources of deep emotions that are unique to each. 
Sharing of Personal Stories 
In life and in academia, there are plenty of discussions where, if not mindful, thorny issues can 
be approached and discussed clinically, detached from personal values and emotions. Issues 
like homelessness, hunger, joblessness, and the destruction of natural resources are often dealt 
with as abstract numbers and quantities, to avoid raising any questions or protests, not only in 
the news, but also in the classrooms. Even people who care deeply about these issues can be 
tricked into becoming detached from the terrible and painful implications. During Arnau and 
Corinna’s presentations on physiological synchrony and the use of oximeters in the classroom 
at the USER-S forum, the presenters played a short vignette on race by the participants in the 
2015 spring course, discussing the story of Pudd'nhead Wilson by Mark Twain (1899), that 
was then followed by a vignette on the class discussion of the N-word. In Pudd’nhead Wilson, 
the main protagonist, Roxy, has a white complexion, but because she is one-sixteenth Black, 
she is still considered Black and a slave. The story mocks the irrationality of theories of 
inheritable race superiority used to support slavery in the United States, when Roxy, afraid 
that her master may sell her infant, switches her son with that of her master. After all, what 
had distinguished the two infants from one another was the clothes they wore, since Roxy’s 
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baby (fathered by a white “gentleman”) was just as white as the master’s. Not until two 
decades later, towards the end of the story, and thanks to Pudd'nhead Wilson, was the switch 
uncovered. 
Konstantinos asked the audience if they felt a change in their heart rate (because of the very 
emotional content of the vignette). The presenters (Arnau and Corinna) responded that they 
themselves strongly felt the deep emotional intensity of the class discussion shown in the 
vignettes, especially when Christian shared his experience with the N-word. In their responses, 
some of the audience reported experiencing heightened emotional entrainment (increased felt 
stress, tensions, and heart rate) during the video playback; others reported experiencing strong 
emotions but being unaware of what they were feeling until the question was posed. One of the 
audience members admitted that at the beginning, because the videos were embedded in an 
academic presentation, it was not until the question was asked that he became aware of his 
neutrality. This event illustrates the many ways participants in a conversation may experience 
such a discussion, as well as how becoming aware of not only how our own physiological 
responses can change how we feel, but also how such important but difficult discussions can be 
whitewashed, watered down, and presented or perceived as emotionally neutral by draping them 
in academic talk.  
The discussion on these two vignettes draws attention to the power of personal stories. In the 
spring 2015 class, many of the participants shared personal anecdotes of their own experiences, 
many of which were prefaced by saying that they had not shared their stories before outside of 
their family or close friends. As Maria said: 
Maria: I feel like everyone was sharing a part of their history: presenters and classmates. There 
were some things, throughout the semester, that I shared in this class that I’ve never talked 
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about and would probably never talk about it again, like where I grew up. I don’t really talk 
about that. Ideas about religion, I don’t really talk about that. Even the struggles I went 
through, in physics [as a female], to get to where I am. These are things that are there but I 
don’t really bring out. However, since everyone was speaking honestly about their experiences 
that made me want to share.  
 Some of the sharing was done in whole class discussions but much of it was also done in small 
discussion groups that allowed for more personal and discreet exchanges. Different individuals 
experience reality differently and thus, each relates to thorny issues uniquely. It can be argued 
that the authentic inquiry into one’s own standpoint juxtaposed with any such thorny issue, is 
dialectically hinged on the relationship of the self | other, their experience before coming into 
such discussions, where the discussions are taking place, and with whom. For example, as one of 
the participants shared, having several of our family members incarcerated like so many men of 
color are today, will change the way we respond to discussions on race. Similarly, (as in a story 
shared by an inservice teacher) if students live in run-down housing where violence, whether by 
the police or others is a daily occurrence, failing a class and going to summer school may be a 
sought-after escape. Thus, for some, discussing thorny issues may be no more than a passing 
thought. For others, thorny issues may bring up painful memories of past experiences that left 
them emotionally and/or physically hurt and scarred and vulnerable or not comfortable in sharing 
with others, especially others who may not be like them. It may even be painful to remember and 
to discuss.  
Panagiota writes of her experience in a Ph.D. program in chemistry (an experience she also 
shared in her class presentation on gender): 
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Panagiota: I decided to apply to doctorate programs in chemistry. I was elated when I heard of 
my acceptance into the Ph.D. program. Soon thereafter, I was interviewed for a funded 
position as a doctoral student. Three individuals were interviewed: one woman and two men. I, 
honestly, did not think I had a chance, especially since the doctoral program was 
predominantly male. However, within a few hours, I received a phone call congratulating me 
for being awarded the funded position. I was completely shocked, but felt extremely grateful. I 
wondered what made me better than the other two candidates. Why did the department head 
choose me? Did he see something different in me than the rest of the candidates or was it 
simply because I was a woman pursuing an advanced degree in a hard science? I won’t lie, one 
of the males that found out I was given the funded position came up to me and told me the 
only reason why I got the position over him was because I was a pretty, blonde, white female. 
I was extremely hurt. This individual proceeded to say rude things to me until I finally 
confronted him and told him to stop. He later apologized to me and told me he simply was 
jealous that I was chosen over him. Clearly, I was well qualified for the position. I had 
experience doing research and I had a strong chemistry background. I have to admit my 
experience in graduate school was not a pleasant one. I was one out of very few female 
doctoral students. Men surrounded me and most of these men had superior attitudes. Even the 
two men in my laboratory who acted as my lab supervisors were extremely rude to me. In the 
beginning, I did not fight back; I simply ignored their comments. I was baffled because they 
would be rude to me, but at the same time they would help me immensely. Even when my 
advisor would put me down, they would stick up for me. This was all confusing to me. How 
could they be so mean, but at the same time be so supportive? As sensitive as I am, I decided 
to confront them. They told me that the reason they acted the way they did was because they 
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needed to break me down so that I can build myself back up. Apparently, I did not have the 
Ph.D. attitude. I was too nice and people would step all over me. They were doing this to help 
me so that I wouldn’t get hurt later on. I didn’t understand all this nor did it make sense to me. 
I did not fit in. I was too nice and I constantly felt talked down to, not only by my advisor but 
also by some of my peers (including the women). I also have to add that while I was a TA, I 
had many of my male students sending me inappropriate emails asking me out on dates. Some 
would even come during my office hours to flirt with me. I have to admit after a while, it got 
very annoying having to deal with all that nonsense. I just decided to ignore the emails and tell 
those individuals I was not available during office hours.  
Christian, an African American male and one of the presenters on race, writes of his experience 
in middle and high school: 
Christian: My middle school was a magnet school when I was in sixth grade, and then 
suddenly stopped being a magnet school by seventh grade … This school had very few people 
of color. I can see in retrospect that diversity was lacking; as a student during that time, I felt 
out of place sometimes in the school. This feeling would carry through my seventh and eighth 
grade classes as well. In fact, most of my peers were white; there’s nothing wrong with that, 
but it would have been nice to have a few more Black individuals for me to relate to … 
  I wanted to belong in the class. No matter what I did to be friendly and helpful, I 
never made a long-lasting relationship with any student in the school. I realized that I didn’t 
have any friends here by the end of seventh grade when other students were calling me names 
that were derogatory based on my skin color. My first exposure to racism happened when I 
was called a turd and a cracker; this sounds bad but I didn’t know what those words were 
because we don’t use foul language at home under any circumstances. My mother and 
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grandmother were horrified when I asked them what it means to be called that, and I had told 
them that I was called those awful words. 
  I felt so depressed such that I believed no one like[d] me here. I had yelled at the 
group of students making fun of me that I wished I wasn’t born. I was referred to the guidance 
counselor as a response to my statement in case I would do something harmful to others and 
myself. I wasn’t suicidal, but I was angry and depressed enough to not be happy with life as it 
was. Why did I have to be different? What did I do to deserve this treatment from other 
students? I didn’t want to be there anymore.  
  When it was time for students to apply to high school, it was the guidance 
counselor’s job to process our applications, but she refused to process mine due to my first 
school of choice. It wasn’t a specialized high school, but it was strong in science, which was 
what I was interested in. I wanted to explore science in a strong way and the high school was 
[with]in walking distance to my home. She wanted to hold back my stuff because she didn’t 
believe I should be going there and that I should reconsider a different high school that was 
farther away from home, that was not as good as my school choice, and ironically had way 
more Black people there. I couldn’t understand why a school guidance counselor would try to 
alter my decisions based on some reasoning she had that didn’t seem accurate, or based on the 
real ability of the student. Did she believe that I would have a much better time with other 
students if I had gone to a high school that had more Black people in it? Or did she believe 
that I wasn’t good enough to be successful in this really great high school that I had researched 
because I was Black? Was everything I had done that brought me here to this level in my 
education just a fluke that some teachers didn’t really believe in? I don’t recall her doing this 
to other students; I felt singled out again because I was in the top tier class as a Black male 
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amongst a group of other students who were not like me. I was having great grades in the 
nineties in math and science, so why should I be spoken to differently? I was doing as good, 
even better, than my peers in many cases. This was evident to my mother who was an alumnus 
from my high school of choice. As a great parent she was irate with the guidance counselor, 
and I remember the conversation they had in her office. The guidance counselor said, “He 
can’t get into this school,” and my mother responded, “How do you know if you didn’t even 
try to send the application?” 
…Eventually, she sent my application through and I did get into the high school I wanted; 
however, I didn’t get exactly what I had wanted…Thanks to the guidance counselor I made it 
into the high school, but not into the math and science program within the school. I was put 
into the lowest tier with students who were already doing poorly in middle school and needed 
remediation, and had no motivation to be serious about school. And guess what, they were 
mostly Black and mediocre in their ways…This wasn’t for me and I needed to get out of this 
lower tier program, and get into the math and science program that I wanted to be in in the 
first place. I had to get three teachers who I had nineties in to write recommendation letters to 
move me into the math and science program…The scariest thing to this school structure was 
that the lower level program was homogenously Black, while the higher level programs had 
fewer Black students in them and had way more white and Asian students…Fortunately, I was 
one of the successful Black students who made it through the higher-level programs and 
graduated magna cum laude, just shy of a 0.3 GPA difference from being summa cum laude.  
 Leah’s response to Panagiota’s story below also provides an insight into the pain and hurt felt 
being entrained with both Panagiota’s story and the pain Panagiota felt and in reliving her own 
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experiences as a woman of color in a Ph.D. program. When Panagiota shared her personal story, 
it created a space for Leah to, as well: 
Leah: When my classmate [Panagiota] opened up and told her narrative about leaving a 
doctoral program in chemistry because of the pressures of being a woman in the field, I was 
immediately entrained with her emotions and I do believe it helped set the tone for why I 
decided to get personal in the race presentation. I decided to reveal some of the stressors I deal 
with as a female, originating from Black American slaves, having found some success as a 
scientist and educator. It was a contagion, the narrative, because I identified with all of my 
classmate’s emotional energy, even the contentious struggle with self-perceived "successes" 
and "failures" and those appropriated to us by society. 
 I can remember one time being openly made aware of my being a woman, particularly a 
Black woman. I interned in a science laboratory and was one of few females in the building. 
Growing up, I was always uncomfortable with my body: taller and curvier than many of my 
peers; it was awkward being in my own skin. In this particular lab, my mentor was very 
supportive of my growth as a science researcher and encouraged me to experience the joys of 
questioning. The only dilemma was that only my breasts were given the liberty to do so, since 
they were addressed daily with his full attention. In all of our exchanges, ninety percent of the 
discussion was filled with me trying to obtain eye contact, but was mostly unsuccessful. I felt 
powerless and felt my voice was not strong enough to overpower his eyes, so I never said a 
word about how uncomfortable I felt. I would often leave his office or the laboratory space 
thinking about creative ways to bind myself better or find clothing combinations that would 
make my curves less obvious. Often times, this line of thinking just led to depression and 
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deepening my insecurities and esteem issues. I desired to be less feminine and to look more 
like my peers, but having achieved neither.  
 While engaged in science research, I was most mindful of my identity as a Black female; 
it didn’t make me happy and I hated myself. Considering that I was the only Black female 
working in this science laboratory, the experience was isolating. In my years as a professional 
science researcher, with both male and female mentors, I never had a direct conversation about 
being a scientist and what that would be like for me as a Black person. I would have expected 
to have this discussion with one mentor, who was a person of color and female, but she never 
could. Day in and day out, I would work out my protocols and procedures, alone and under 
scrutiny. When it was time to present my results, they were questioned or I had to stand by 
while the white, male graduate student was asked to double-check my work. I felt like a failure 
because I knew that I could never experience having a person look at me without seeing my 
skin color first. I hated even more so, having a body that would immediately identify me as a 
woman. I met some Black males during my science research experience and we rallied behind 
the realities of being minorities in science. There were times where I was less aware of being a 
women, but speaking with them, there was never a time where I was not aware that we are 
Black, and the potential threats of being were always looming. As I reflect on my experiences 
in science research, it brings tears of sadness and anger to my eyes. I am aware that I’ve been 
clenching my teeth as I type my narrative but I continue to push forward. The emotions of 
failure are painful, real, and ever present because I believe I was not strong enough, at the 




Aside from being ontological shape-shifters, thorny issues are difficult topics to discuss 
because they are more personal to some, perhaps even cause pain and violence to those who have 
negatively experienced them.  
Panagiota: I think it might be uncomfortable or difficult to discuss such issues when the issue 
itself is personal. If you have been deeply affected by "thorny issues," due to bias or prejudice, 
or just plain ignorance, you tend to build a wall to enclose yourself in, in order to protect 
yourself from getting hurt again… 
 When I was asked to share my experiences with graduate school and how issues of 
gender affected the way I was treated, I felt a lot of pain, anger, and resentment towards the 
individuals who treated me unfairly. I also felt liberated after sharing my story because I felt 
that, through my emotions, I sent out an important message to those who were truly listening 
to me. While discussing "thorny issues" in the classroom, I often felt uncomfortable by what 
certain individuals had to say. Of course, anytime I heard something that I deemed offensive, I 
got angry, but I was also respectful and mindful of my classmates' opinions.  
 It is challenging to have conversations on sensitive sociocultural topics associated with 
discrimination and injustice, as they are not only discomforting but also imbued with strong 
personal emotions like anger, jealousy, fear, and sadness. Narratives of race, gender, and 
sexuality are thorny and have been theorized extensively; but in theory making, emotions are lost 
because they are termed too subjective (Delgado 1989). In science education, there are few 
teacher preparation programs with the courage and support to confront thorny issues. Layering 
thorny issues with technical terms strips away the humanistic context. The types of conversations 
that need to happen when discussing thorny issues are raw and subdural, honest and transparent. 
	 68	
Having the connotation of being “non-academic,” thorny issues are often avoided and ignored, 
leaving those who live with them feeling violated, oppressed, and powerless.  
Creating a space in time and place for “voice”  
When Konstantinos’s question at the USER-S forum drew attention to felt emotions and 
physiological responses of the audience, it had the effect of bringing the audience in 
synchrony with the intense emotions in the vignettes. The question also created the space in 
time for the voices of those in the audience who had strongly felt the emotional intensity to 
find their voices and share their feelings. Having the time to consider and come back to a 
challenging discussion is necessary, as Celeste’s vignette below shows. Again we see the 
power of sharing personal stories in developing a space for discussing thorny issues, especially 
those issues at the emotional core and identity of the individual doing so: 
Celeste: I think it was during some conversation about gender or race I was close to 
bringing up sexual orientation, but I didn’t feel brave enough at that moment. I felt inspired 
by Theila’s passion and courage about everything she said, and I learned a lot from her. I 
remember my heart was racing because I was thinking about how I would phrase what I 
wanted to say, and whether anyone would add to what I wanted to say about sexual 
orientation and representation. When the opportunity was “lost,” I probably felt both 
relieved and disappointed in myself. 
 When I chose to present about gender and sexuality in class in the beginning of the 
[following fall] semester, I felt like this would be a good opportunity for me to voice what I 
had wanted to say [in the spring class], but I would feel more confident because I would be 
completely prepared. I was inspired by articles I had read about bullying and its 
consequences and the brave individuals who spoke about their experiences [in that class] 
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and at the bookstore where I volunteer. I felt safe to come out because I felt close enough 
with the people in my class, and had watched them react to other thorny issue conversations. 
I also felt safe because I judged S. [the instructor] to be an open-minded individual, who 
expressed respect and care for us students. Ultimately, I think I drew my confidence from 
the support I feel at the bookstore, where being “different” is the norm. At the bookstore, I 
have encountered people who I consider to be incredibly brave, and who are comfortable 
talking about their identities. I knew that there would be people in S.’ class who would not 
be able relate to my experience, and maybe would not like this about me, but I felt at that 
point that they knew enough about me as a person that they could look beyond this part of 
me and appreciate me as a fellow human being. To me, this is the key to creating a safe 
space. 
 The above vignette draws attention to the need for a space of extended time for difficult 
discussions to take place so that participants have a chance to prepare mentally, especially in 
sharing personal stories, and “finding” their voices. It also draws attention to other elements 
necessary in creating an environment that encourages such multi-dialogues: respect, trust forged 
through multiple encounters, open and supporting instructors and peers, and role models. During 
a whole class cogen at the end of the 2015 spring course, Kristi offered comments (seconded by 
several of her peers), that speak to the significance of finding one’s voice: 
Kristi: I don’t know who else felt this way, but I’m still struggling with trying to find my 
voice. I’m trying to figure out what I have to say, and what is worth saying, because a lot of 
the time, when we are having our conversations and talking about our feelings or our 
viewpoints, I felt everyone’s viewpoints were important. I struggled because I wanted to tell 
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my viewpoint, but it felt like everyone else had something better to say and adding my voice 
in isn’t as impactful. I think this is something we should keep in mind.  
Kristi was not alone in this feeling throughout the semester. When her comment was opened up 
as a discussion point, many participants agreed that some topics were easier to discuss, while the 
thorny issues were painful and more challenging. There were times, particularly for those for 
whom this was their first semester in the program, they wondered and questioned, mindfully, 
whether they had the authority to speak. Those in the program from the previous fall expressed 
feeling similarly when they first got started and that it took them a while to open up and share 
and learn that their voices mattered, as well as know when to share. Sometimes, if participants 
thought that their opinions were too different from those of others in the class, they felt that it 
was best to express themselves through other media.  
Cindy: There were some times I didn’t feel comfortable sharing because I have strong beliefs 
and I didn’t want to come off as prejudiced. I could write about it, but didn’t feel I could talk 
about it.  
 “Safe spaces”: educative and dialogic spaces where the self | other uphold safety as a critical 
symbol of solidarity, hope and transformation, represent a potential inroad for emotional healing, 
acceptance, and validation (Collins 2004). Negative emotions in response to thorny issues of 
oppression, violence, discrimination can exist and take place with or without any such intentions 
by those involved or by those affected. All too often, forms of oppression may pose as “valid” 
and “acceptable” practices (Kincheloe 2015). If we are to address such “thorny” topics in teacher 
preparation courses we need to be able to create safe spaces where they can be addressed 
respectfully, kindly, and compassionately, that afford learning from others as well as being 
transformative for all involved. Some questions arise: What does it mean to denote a dialogic 
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space as a “safe space or zone”? What cultural practices structure this space and who has the 
authority to define the schemas, rules, and resources to allow or disallow certain behaviors and 
or rituals (Collins 2004) to co-exist in the same space as the thorny issues and those who are 
most vulnerable to them? 
 Zembylas (2014a) problematizes what it means to feel safe as: there may exist multiple 
understandings and views, some hidden, of power and hegemony entangled with any particular 
event. However, as we theorized, safety and the emotions related to feeling safe in a given space, 
are not defined in generalizable terms. Further problematizing such difficult and thorny issues is 
that it is important not to romanticize oppression (Kincheloe 2015) or, in the process of 
comforting it, not to assume a patronizing stance. Not everything connected with oppressed or 
marginalized groups is necessarily equitable or just, for example, hierarchal relationships that 
occur in some groups, especially in regards to gender and color (Crenshaw 1991). The “N” word, 
and the use thereof, historically symbolized violence against Blacks and other people of color. 
However, contrary to popular culture’s success in whitewashing the blood of innocent victims 
whose last breaths were taken at times under this vile term, the N-word embodies and begets 
violence. I (Konstantinos) argue that the perpetual use of the word, particularly amongst Blacks, 
helps perpetuate one’s own subjugation and oppression of others.  
The structure of the classrooms may encourage certain hegemonies and privileges that 
reinforce stereotypes and emotional fears (Steele 2010) and exasperate stigmas and feelings of 
“not belonging,” distrust, and anger that may have severe negative repercussions on these 
teachers’ and student’s self-efficacy (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, and Pastorelli 2001), and 
sense of safety, trust, motivation and success (Steele, Spencer, and Aronson 2002). The sharing 
of personal stories and encouraging and allowing others to become entrained in feeling safe and 
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welcomed in being different develops trust and creates the spaces of such sharing (Delgado 
1989).  
Creating the space to share these experiences, while perhaps even painful, can be liberating for 
those hurt, as well as reaffirming of self and healing. Panagiota reflecting on her gender 
presentation to the class writes: 
Panagiota: It is extremely difficult to break that wall and voice your pain, voice your opinion, 
and voice your resentment. But once you break down that wall and are able to share with 
others your experiences and how you overcame your hardships, you feel relieved and even 
proud that you were able to share a piece of yourself and your history with everyone else. I 
guess, as I was writing this, I reminisced about my experiences and felt a bit angry, but as I 
thought about what I have achieved and where I am today, I actually felt proud of myself. 
A  difficulty we encountered while doing this inquiry is ways in which the audience may 
mindfully respond to the sharing of such emotional experiences. When the students were asked 
at a whole-class cogen the end of the spring 2015 semester, almost everyone that spoke 
connected it to how they themselves would want to be treated. Some said if they are, that they 
would prefer not to have others make a big deal of it, while others clearly felt that more needed 
to be done to show solidarity. Leah, for example, was especially upset that the class, including 
the instructor (Konstantinos), did not express their solidarity with Panagiota more strongly. 
Especially because Leah and Panagiota, as two of the presenters who shared some of the most 
painful emotional experiences, place such a high importance on showing solidarity with those 
sharing, we are convinced that visibly showing encouragement, solidarity, and valuing of their 
voices, is necessary. Celeste too writes: 
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Celeste: I embedded my coming-out statement neatly into my presentation in order to kind of 
protect myself, so there wasn’t much room for a reaction. I didn’t expect much of a reaction, 
but at the end of class, when a few people told me “good job,” I could tell that they respected 
me for being brave and honest. Tess sat down next to me and asked me a little bit more about 
myself in a curious nature, and I was glad to talk to her and happy that she felt comfortable 
asking me.  
People who present at the bookstore [where she volunteers] make themselves very 
vulnerable when they share their personal histories. When they pack up to leave the store, I 
make sure to tell them that I appreciated their presentation and thank them for sharing their 
story. Even if the presenter is caught up in conversation with someone else, I make sure to 
catch their gaze and give them a smile of appreciation and respect. I believe that the most 
important way to create a safe space is to express that we respect each other as fellow human 
beings, no matter how we present ourselves, or with which groups we identify. 
The thorns 
Not everyone was happy with how their voice was treated or agreed that it was a safe space for 
all or that they all had an equal opportunity to express themselves. Mark, in particular, felt his 
voice was shut out by the instructor (Konstantinos), over the semester. During the cogen on 
discussing thorny issues on the last day of the spring 2015 course, Mark commented: 
Mark: I felt my voice was killed. I didn’t have a chance to share my voice this semester. He 
[Konstantinos] was very mean to me this semester.  
To which Konstantinos responded:  
Konstantinos: When we discuss these topics we need to ask, “What is voice and why is it 
important?” It is important to hear other voices, even if the other voices hurt. Except people 
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need to be told when [they] hurt others... We can learn from others and we can change. It is 
important to learn from one’s opinion, but it also important not to hurt others.  
 Mark was a central figure in two very highly emotional, intense moments during the whole- 
class discussions on gender and race. During the gender discussion, he shared with the class 
how he felt wronged when at one of the schools at which he was subbing, he mistook one of 
the girls for a boy, because he felt that her classmates then ganged up on him. Rather than 
remorse for his misjudgment, Mark felt he was the one wronged.  
Kristi writes:  
Kristi: The question Panagiota and I posed to the class was “when have you felt silenced in 
a classroom because of your gender?” One of our classmates [Mark] was explaining an 
experience where they mistook a female student as a male student and referred to the female 
student as a male. Because of this mistake, the students in the class began to make fun of 
our classmate. Our classmate felt silenced by the students for this mistake. This upset me 
because our classmate was not silenced because of gender. The students were making fun of 
our classmate because the female student was silenced because of her gender. I don’t think 
our classmate realized that they silenced the female student, our classmate assumed that the 
students were being mean because of a small mistake. I don’t think the mistake our 
classmate made was small. Some girls like to dress in boy clothes and some boys like to 
dress in girl clothes. As people who aspire to be teachers we cannot make assumptions 
about gender. In our society it’s not as simple as boys and girls anymore and we should not 
assume it is. We should not be upset with students when we make mistake. If I mistake a 
female student for a male student and refer to her as a male, I should apologize to the 
student. I should not be upset that the class is upset with me because I made the mistake. 
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I’m the adult, it is my responsibility to acknowledge my mistake and be an example to the 
students. 
 At this time we did not know each other well so I did not want to confront our 
classmate about this. I said, “that’s good” and moved on as quickly as possible. I did not 
want to deter others from participating by being rude to one person. 
 Then, during the discussion on race, Mark began to use the “n” word repeatedly without 
seemingly being aware of how it made those around him feel or that it may not have been 
appropriate. Konstantinos writes: 
Konstantinos: The first time, I remained silent because I was not sure why he used it, but 
after the second time I interrupted what he was saying I told him to stop using the word. It 
was only in discussions after class between the two of us that he showed understanding of 
what happened and in a later class meeting apologized to his classmates. I realize that I have 
a privileged position as the first author of this article, as well as the class instructor, in 
inserting my voice above his. But the question of hurting others and when do we intervene 
is important. If this class was to be a safe space for those hurt by racism, sexism or because 
their appearance of gender roles, sharing of all voices must happen within a framework 
where one is not allowed to continue with his/her voice hurting those already feeling 
violated. I was not the only one. One of his classmates, in her reflection, wrote how angry 
she got by his mindless use of the “n” word and wanted to slap him. 
 The experience of participating in thorny discussions can be very intense, uncomfortable, 
and unfinished. As Celeste writes on her experiences in discussing difficult topics during her 
spring 2014 course: 
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Celeste: There were times in class where the tension was so great and it was clear that 
emotions were running high, but ultimately I left the class feeling inspired and educated, 
and guessed that everyone was learning from each other. Even though some people in class 
appeared to be uncomfortable, I attributed that only to inexperience in environments like 
these, rather than unacceptance of what was being discussed. Even when people with 
different viewpoints spoke up, and no clear resolution was determined, it was clear that 
most of the people in the class were learning about groups different from themselves, and 
perhaps were learning how to participate in conversations about thorny issues. 
Difficult discussions and Davidson’s six emotional styles 
Davidson (2013), based on neurological studies, argues that the emotional style of any person 
can be described through six dimensions: social intuition, sensitivity to context, self-awareness, 
resilience, outlook, and attention. From our point of view, it is necessary to be aware of the six 
emotional styles in order to sustain a safe zone in which thorny issues can be discussed. Below 
we use examples from Kristi’s and Panagiota’s presentation and follow-up cogen with them to 
highlight the salience of these dimensions when having to discuss thorny issues. 
The social intuition dimension is embedded in how aware we are of nonverbal social cues of 
the people that surround us. There are people who don't pay attention to the bodily expressions of 
the persons with whom they are speaking during the interaction. On the other hand, there are 
people who notice every subtle gesture or intonation in a conversation. This dimension is one of 
the most important skills needed to create this emotional climate as people talk about thorny 
issues.  
Maintaining a safe zone when thorny issues and topics are being discussed is difficult. During 
a cogen, Kristi discusses that she was so centered on herself that she didn't pay attention to other 
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people. However, she realized the importance of being aware of others’ reactions to her actions 
as she realized they were interrelated. As a result of this awareness, she began to pay more 
attention to the body language of her classmates in the following sessions. Panagiota also 
highlighted her awareness of others as she discussed thorny issues. She realized that the body 
language of some of their classmates become more tense during the coteaching. She stated that 
the shoulders and the facial expressions of people showed that they were uncomfortable because 
of the topic conversation.  
In the anecdotes above, both students highlighted the importance of social intuition when 
interacting with others, such as when coteaching. However, another important role of social 
intuition is in being aware of and supporting one’s co-presenters during coteaching. One 
component of becoming aware of the participants in the class is that the coteachers have to be 
aware of the other coteachers. When something unexpectedly happened or when there were 
many emotions being brought to the surface, Panagiota and Kristi looked for the support of the 
other co-partner. "We looked at each other and we thought: “Why did he say that?" explained 
Panagiota. 
Even though it was their first time working together, Panagiota and Kristi admitted that during 
the presentation, just by looking at each other, they could pick up the other’s thoughts. Their 
positions in the classroom were completely aligned. During the presentation, both were just one 
step in front of the blackboard. "I think it was just that we were comfortable with each other," 
said Panagiota and she continued, "We feel each other as equals, so we are in the same line.” 
Kristi said they felt safe with each other.  
Connected to social intuition, the sensitivity to context dimension focuses on how we manage 
our emotions depending on the social context. In this case, being sensitive to the social rules of 
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the context plays an important role to regulate our emotions and behavior. In order to keep going 
in this safety zone, it is crucial to understand what can be said and what cannot be said; what will 
be hurtful or out of place, and what will not be, reflect on how what is said may be accepted and 
understood by others. Self-awareness also aligns with social intuition because, as a person gets a 
deeper understanding of her or his own emotions, they can shape and better understand the 
interactions they have with others in a variety of contexts.  
The resilience dimension is related to how we recover ourselves when something does not 
work as we had expected. On one end of the spectrum, some people remain stuck, beaten down 
when something goes wrong. However, there are people who recover quickly from adversity. 
The outlook dimension is related to how people can sustain positive emotions. Therefore, 
outlook is how long and how well we can sustain joy, when something good happens to people. 
And it can be complementary with resilience, which represents how quickly you recover from 
adversity.  
During cogen, Panagiota and Kristi reflected on an emotional moment in the classroom. They 
stated that one classmate explained a nasty experience related to gender. "I was very angry," 
explained Kristi. Panagiota confesses that she held back her opinions in that moment, because, 
"It was not my place." In the moment, even though they were angry, they reflected on their social 
intuition and sensitivity to context dimensions in efforts to maintain a safe zone in which 
participants felt comfortable sharing their experiences. As these dimensions were highlighted, 
they were able to be resilient and maintain a positive outlook as they interacted with the 
participants during the discussion.  
The self-aware dimension is related to how aware we are about ourselves from an emotional 
and corporal perspective. In this case, the self-aware dimension is critical to sustaining this safety 
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zone. If we are aware of how we feel in a certain moment, then we can manage our emotions. 
Furthermore, attention is related to non-judgmental awareness; in other words, this is the 
capacity to remain receptive to whatever might pass into personal thoughts, view, hear, or feel 
and to do so in a noncritical way. It means being focused on what is going on in the class and 
what is going on in our selves without being disturbed by it.  
As co-presenters, Panagiota and Kristi also faced different emotional moments during the 
presentation. At the beginning, Kristi admitted that she felt scared during the entire time, "I think 
that my heart rate or breathing... It was about hundred beats per minute or more..." On the other 
hand, Panagiota didn't feel especially nervous because she teaches, but she was scared just in the 
initial moment of the presentation, because it was the first time that she presented in front of our 
classmates. In spite of these physiological and emotional signs, they didn’t let their feelings get 
out of hand. They were mindful about how they were feeling but they could focus on the session.  
Sustaining a safety zone means working with a non-judgmental awareness, a sense of 
contentment and emotional balance, coupled with a sense of kindness and compassion. Thorny 
issues are uncomfortable topics and often generate imbalance and pain. Being able to 
emotionally rebalance, individually and collectively, is necessary in maintaining a safety zone.  
Mindfulness, safety and thorny issues 
Typically we would start each of the spring 2015 class meetings with three minutes of 
breathing mediation. This was a practice we have been incorporating into our teaching since 
beginning to work with mindfulness in the spring of 2012. As Kristi’s response below 
illustrates, breathing not only played the role of calming participants, especially when 
discussing difficult subjects, but also reminded them to stay aware of each other and each 
other’s emotions and remain kind in their responses, even when upset: 
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Kristi: I think breathing and meditation before a presentation helped me to become calm and 
open-minded. Being mindful of people's feelings made me a better presenter because I tried 
not to judge people or make them feel bad about their opinions. 
 As a presenter in a classroom, I found myself getting frustrated when I could not voice 
my opinions and angry when someone said something I did not agree with. As a presenter, I 
did not think I should tell someone that I did not agree with what they did in their 
experience. I silenced myself and my opinions because I did not think it was my place to tell 
people what to think. I felt that as a presenter I was a facilitator, my goal was to allow the 
participants to voice their opinions and come to their own conclusions, not to tell them what 
was right and wrong. 
 I became more aware of my breathing and the way I spoke in class. I am not sure if I 
became more aware of my emotions. I did try to be more aware of the emotions of the 
people around me. 
 It also shows that the effect on the individuals was varied. For Kristi, it meant becoming 
more aware of the emotions of others. For Ash, below, it meant becoming aware that the 
topics were thorny, as well as becoming more aware of his own emotions:  
Ash: I was surprised [with] some “thorny issues” that I have never considered…as “thorny 
issues.” I suppose I always ignored it when I had to experience “thorny issues”...I don’t 
think I was really aware if I had any emotions while actively discussing these issues 
perhaps I’ve always kept ignoring them when presented to me. 
 When it was their turn to present, Panagiota insisted we pause and do our breathing 
mediation before they started on their presentation: 
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Panagiota: I think that by starting off class with a breathing exercise especially when a 
controversial topic such as gender is up for discussion, people become less tense and less 
stressed about the situation. By breathing, stress is decreased and individuals may become 
more comfortable with sharing their opinions. I decided to start class with a breathing 
exercise for that reason. If the atmosphere was more relaxed and less stressful, people 
would be willing to share more and feel more comfortable sharing their opinions.  
 Being in the moment with deep abdominal, meditative breathing; the use of heuristics as an 
authentic and reflexive tool; wearing oximeters and engaging in event-oriented video analysis as 
a way to heighten one’s physio-emotional affect: these practices, if emphasized intentionally and 
continually, are representative of high -grade interventions linked to mindfulness and can guide 
dialogue as it relates to thorny issues. Abdominal breathing is associated with the body being 
supplied with a greater percentage of oxygen and creating a more positive emotional and 
physiological state. Showing compassion and being non-judgmental to self | other is a critical 
component to employ when considering mindfulness as a methodology for ameliorating the 
suffering associated with thorny issues.  
A narrative shared in the dialogic space, prickled with violence and pain, must be met with 
concentration, insight and mindfulness-the framework for transformation and healing. In the 
contemplative context of Western philosophy, acknowledging deep emotional challenges without 
getting stuck comes through radical dialogism. Radical listening (Kincheloe 2015) values 
listening and learning from the other, especially those whose voices and knowledge may have 
been excluded and disempowered. Power mediates knowledge production and how that 
knowledge is seen (Kincheloe 2015). By being reflexive and including polysemia and 
polyphonia in discussing thorny issues, it not only helps us reframe our view of others, but also 
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helps us to learn from diversity and better understand the ideological and cultural biases that 
shape our own views. Through radical listening, the knowledge and knowledge systems of 
“others” are acknowledged and validated (Tobin 2014b). 
Wrap-up 
Reflecting on her prior experience of sitting in similar discussions in the same course the year 
before (spring 2014) Leah writes: 
Leah: I remember an emotionally painful discussion Theila had about the ethics of 
sterilization and the intellectually disabled. I walked away from the class session with a 
severe migraine because I did not have the tools to ameliorate the negative emotions I felt 
when the class laughed at Theila. I felt anger for what I thought was disrespectful treatment  
of a classmate during a vulnerable discussion. I could not explain why I had such a bad 
headache leaving the class session, but it was strong enough that I had to use medication for 
the pain to subside. Fast forward to my coteaching presentation about race during the spring 
2015 semester. I was observed holding my breath for some time during the presentation, 
ultimately giving me a migraine similar to what I felt last year. I now understand that I 
dangerously hold my breath when afraid, angry or sad. Having learned the tools (breathing 
meditations, oximeters, heuristics) to intervene when emotions run high, I know I can 
engage in more meaningful discussions. 
What may be considered “right” and “wrong” varies and changes across cultures and historical 
periods. We would like to think that, at the moment, we possess a pure un-biased heart and an 
“objective” moral compass. But as part of larger social constructs like race, class, ethnicity and 
culture, we too reflect and embody many of the preferences and biases (that may be taken for 
granted or appear normal) found in the ruling dominant cultures. By investigating beyond our 
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comfort zones and including voices unlike ours, we become aware of these biases, with the 
potential of transforming ourselves and the others involved. These “thorny” discussions can and 
perhaps should be very uncomfortable. Yet learning from the “other” and each other’s 
experience can be a very powerful tool in teacher preparation. In our experience, these may be 
the only times these issues can even be taken on and discussed openly in an educational setting. 
To do so successfully we argue that aspects of mindfulness can be used in the classroom to help 
create these spaces. When teaching and learning, it is important for us to learn from the other as 
well as the other to learn from us and as such, it is important that all voices are heard, especially 
those that are the most vulnerable, oppressed, or marginalized by hegemonic structures in 
society. It is those voices that are most often excluded in deciding what is knowledge, what is 
“right” and “wrong,” what is important and valued and, addressing Butler’s concern (2004), what 
it is to be human. As such discussions are rare in education, they need be consciously 
incorporated in the curriculum and nurtured through a respectful, inclusive, and forgiving 
atmosphere, no matter what the voice is, as long as it is not meant to cause violence to others. 
This is not to argue that our opinions are not valuable or necessary. As life happens, being 
compassionate and forgiving may be desired in some situations, but may not be desired in others, 
especially when these situations go being “just” speech and into actions meant to cause harm 
(genocide, racist lynchings and rapes). Nor are we arguing that we should withhold our opinion 
of what we think is right and wrong. Such a course of action would very likely privilege what is 
already privileged. It just means that, for purposes of teaching and learning, we are open to 
learning from the “other.” Thus, we try to put our thoughts and biases aside and are not only 
allowed to consider the views of others but to welcome them and encourage them. At the same 
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time, it may be too much to expect that everyone will behave mindfully with awareness and 
compassion, or that these safe spaces will not be porous. Kristi writes: 
Kristi: The emotion that was most salient for me as a coteacher, presenter, and participant was 
anger. I was most aware of this emotion when I felt my heart pounding in my chest as I read or 
heard comments that were offensive or hurtful (or at least I thought were offensive or 
hurtful) towards others. I was less aware of my emotions when discussing topics that I was not 
very familiar about, more so because I felt like I had nothing to say because of my lack of 
knowledge about that certain issue.  
To be honest, the points where I was most unaware of my emotions during discussions 
about thorny issues [were] when I got to the point where I tuned certain people out because 
their opinions… simply did not matter [to me] because anything that these individuals would 
say to me would anger me and I wanted to spare myself...  
A heuristic for framing difficult discussions 
In sociocultural research, heuristics can be used as tools for investigation and inquiry as well 
as for mindfulness interventions and documenting any with respect to their raising of 
awareness. As tools for investigating the landscape, by using a Likert-type of scale, heuristics 
can be used to explore how strongly participants feel about or are aware of a particular 
characteristic or a set of characteristics. As tools for intervention, heuristics are reflexive tools 
to focus participants on a desirable construct or feature, raise awareness (or become aware of 
the unware), and provide pathways for change or courses of action, if and as desirable 
(Powietrzynska, Tobin, and Alexakos 2015). For each construct, we commonly provide a 5-
point Likert scale (5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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and if necessary 0: not applicable or not observed) with space given for participants to 
elaborate or nuance in their responses. 
 By being (like cogens) generative, expansive, catalytic, and transformative, heuristics are 
important tools in any authentic inquiry research. Because each participant encounters the 
heuristic constructs from her or his perspective, interests, and life experiences (perezhevania), 
the take-away meanings, values, interpretations, and changes are deeply hermeneutic and 
personal for each individual (Alexakos 2015). Unlike common positivistic surveys, how 
heuristics are answered (other than for landscaping or if investigating change over time) is 
generally not important. It is the interaction of the participant and the component constructs 
that makes heuristics powerful reflexive tools for interventions.  
Like authentic inquiry, heuristics are organic, dialectical constructs (Alexakos 2015). 
Heuristics are best thought of as shapeshifters, to be adapted to particular contexts as specific 
needs arise. While they are meant to bring about change, they also bring change to themselves as 
their purpose, meanings and adoptability are contextual, changing, and changed in the process 
and by the process. While they may include many characteristics, not all need to always be used. 
They can and should be adapted and used as necessary. As new knowledge emerges, new 
characteristics can be added and prior ones revised or removed. The characteristics used should 
be contextually appropriate and participants should recognize them as relevant (see Appendix A 
– Appendix D). 
 Especially with “thorny” issues, many participants in the classroom may never have had a 
chance before to be part of such in-depth discussions. It is possible that opinions we do not 
share or that may offend us, may be expressed; within a “safe” mindful environment that is 
mutually supportive and respectful to all, these voices also need to be heard and learned from. 
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These conversations, however, need to go beyond re-affirming supremacy of one over the 
other and provide the space and encouragement for those normally left voiceless to be 
empowered: by their own knowledge, and by having their knowledge systems acknowledged 
and respected. Not being silenced or labeled allows for participants to listen and change as a 
result, rather than feeling threatened or not fully participating.  
But how can these very emotional discussions be facilitated so that participants feel they can 
share their stories, their truths, their worries, and learn from one another? We have used this 
study to develop a heuristic (Figure 1) for discussing thorny issues that incorporates the findings 
of our inquiry, as well as what we have learned through reviewing the literature on discussing 
difficult subjects. Thus we have also adapted appropriate characteristics we found in Courageous 
Conversations, by Singleton (2014), from GLSEN (http://www.glsen.org/educate/resources/ 
creating-lgbt-inclusive-lessons), and, thanks to Celeste’s suggestion, from Bluestockings 
Bookstore’s safer space policy (http://bluestockings.com/ about/safer-space/). 
Generalizability emerges from the authentic inquiry framework itself, in the ripple effects 
across fields of study and adopting the heuristics across relevant settings and critically reflecting 
on those findings for relatedness. It is through such a process (Tobin 2009) that the usefulness, 
viability, and applicability of a heuristic can be decided. This heuristic arose empirically out of 
the research discussed in this paper, and was vetted through cogenerative dialogues among the 
authors, students, interested scholars and researchers, as well as at a recent USER-S forum 
(September 2015).  
Accepting difference, even when opposed to ours and showing compassion and at the same 
time not being hurtful, is not easy to achieve in a class. Mindfully speaking and mindfully 
listening, being aware of each other’s emotions, acting together, exploring each other’s views 
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without having to agree and without being threatened are some practices that encourage social 
entrainment and the building of solidarity. As such, dialogic discussions, including polysemia 























INCORPORATING OXIMETER ANALYSES TO INVESTIGATE HEARTRATE 
SYNCHRONY IN TEACHING AND LEARNING ABOUT RACE4 
Abstract:  
	
In this paper, we look closely at two events selected through event-oriented inquiry that were 
part of a classroom presentation on race. The first event was a provocative discussion about 
Mark Twain’s (1899) Pudd’nhead Wilson and passing for being White. The other was a 
discussion on the use of the N-word. Grounded in authentic inquiry, we use ethnographic 
narrative, cogenerative dialogues, and video and oximeter data analyses as part of a multi-
ontological approach for studying emotions. Statistical analysis of oximeter data shows 
statistically significant heart rate synchrony among two of the coteachers during their 
presentations, providing evidence of emotional synchrony, resonance, and social and emotional 
contagion.  
Teaching and learning are processes that are imbued with emotional energy (Tobin 2006). 
Though interactions between self and other(s) affect teachers and students emotionally in the 
classroom, each participant (teachers and students) processes and interprets these events through 
his/her own emotions (Van der Ver and Valsiner 1994). Emotions are one of the most important 
elements in making meaning in face-to-face encounters. The strength of emotions allows 
individuals to maintain focus on ongoing interactions and, in some situations, to disrupt a 
conversation (Turner 2002). 
																																																								
4	Amat, A., Zapata, C., Alexakos, K., Pride, L. D., Paylor-Smith, C., & Hernandez, M. (2016). Incorporating 
oximeter analyses to investigate heartrates synchrony in teaching and learning about Race. Cultural Studies 
of Science Education. 11, pp. 785-801 
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Randall Collins (2004) developed the concept of emotional energy (EE), to illustrate 
entrainment of communicative gestures and emotional rhythms found in social encounters. Thus, 
participants in events with high emotional valence increase their levels of physical activity and 
coalesce energy for more agentic interactions. On the other hand, people involved in events with 
low emotional energy tend to reduce the level of activity and take a more passive way of 
interacting. Toward this point, some authors, such as Alberto Bellocchi et al. (2013), describe the 
space where such rituals are observed as Emotional Climate (EC). From this approach, 
individual and collective emotions have a dialectical relationship: individual actions and 
emotions contribute to a collective emotional climate, but at the same time, the emotional climate 
in which people are interacting mediates an individual’s emotions. For this reason, researchers 
like Michalinos Zembylas (2007) argue that it is necessary to take into account the emotional 
dimensions of teacher knowledge.  
While emotions historically were conceptualized through an intrapersonal perspective, more 
recent studies have investigated emotions from a sociocultural point of view, with a focus on 
interactions (Zembylas 2014). These new approaches emphasize the role of culture, power, 
ideology, and emotional affect on behalf of students and teachers and incorporate the importance 
and criticality of political and power dominance. Thus, we propose teachers authentically engage 
in practices that enable them to research their ontologies and learn to ameliorate emotions as they 
emerge (Powietrzynska, Tobin, and Alexakos 2015).  
There are many suppressed, painful emotions that we, students and teachers, bring to the 
classroom. Some of us are resilient, yet traumatized by experiences that occurred while trying to 
reconcile ourselves in society. For us, sharing our stories is an opportunity to teach, inform and 
illuminate what may have otherwise remained hidden. In this paper, we focus on two events that 
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were part of classroom conversations and cogenerative dialogues on thorny issues that we write 
more about in a separate piece in this special issue on emotions (Alexakos et al. in this issue). 
From our point of view, though they are potentially hurtful, it is important to have these kinds of 
conversation. Our goal is that through such conversations, participants will become more aware 
and sensitized to these issues, and it will, as well, give a voice to those who may have been hurt, 
and create a space for healing. These thorny narratives can arm vulnerable and marginalized 
populations with awareness of agentic potential, so that when they encounter similar situations in 
their own lives, they will not feel alone, but feel empowered to contest and transform such 
structures. These kinds of conversation (re)produce "new culture," so that over time potentially 
oppressive macrostructures (discrimination, racism, etc.) can be weakened or eliminated.  
Oximeter Analysis as a Micro-phenomenological Methodology for Measuring Emotional 
Affect 
Research claims that emotional state affects physiological parameters, while dialectically 
physiological parameters can modify our emotional state as either changes. For instance, Pierre 
Philippot, Gaëtane Chapelle and Sylvie Blairy  (2002) explored how breathing patterns can 
induce some concrete emotional states, such as: happiness induced with deep and regular breaths 
through the nose, and anger produced with irregular and fast breaths through the nose. Regarding 
the physiological effects of emotions and linking them to a methodological framework, 
oximeters are useful tools in investigating visceral emotions enmeshed in teaching and learning 
(Tobin and Ritchie 2012). Finger pulse oximeters measure the oxygenation of the blood, pulse 
rate, and the strength of the pulse. 
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Corinna: In Fall 2014, I was carrying out research on heart rates in a doctoral 
class where I was a student and Konstantinos was the instructor. While 
Konstantinos and I were wearing oximeters each class that semester, I would 
record the class sessions and later view the videos a couple of days after each 
class. After reviewing the video for the class on Veteran’s Day, I noticed that 
there was a synchronous event. While I was sitting quietly in class, Konstantinos 
began the class with a discussion about the Veteran’s Day Parade going on 
outside the building on 5th Avenue. This particular discussion led to a dialogue 
that started off with him saying, “… dare I say it – Race …” Once he said the 
word “race,” our heart rates met at 79 beats per minute (bpm) and then my heart 
rate followed his to 80 bpm. I observed that for a span of four minutes, our heart 
rates were seemingly synchronous during this introductory segment of the class. 
On a micro-level, there were two seconds observed that showed the heart rates 
were equal to one another. Konstantinos’ heart rate was 79 bpm, a half second 
before my heart rate matched his and then together they went up to 80 bpm. There 
were four minutes in the class where both of the heart rates were close in 
proximity when looking at the oximeter readings from the entire two-hour class. 
On a meso-level, the four-minute time span revealed six salient events where both 
heart rates were synchronous. The discussion during the four minutes began with 
announcements of work for the rest of the semester, readings, and talking about 
the Veteran’s Day Parade in connection with emotions. The same kind of shared 
synchrony was observed among coteachers during earlier studies done by our 
research squad (which included Konstantinos and Ken Tobin) at Brooklyn 
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College in Spring 2012 (Alexakos 2015). The vignette I described above occurred 
in Fall 2014. At this moment I became mindful of this emotional synchrony being 
represented in the pulses, and I developed an interest in researching emotional 
synchrony.  
According to Randall Collins (2004), moments of synchrony are caused when subtle aspects of 
interaction create a rhythmic entrainment among people who are interacting successfully. Human 
beings, not only subconsciously, synchronize this rhythm when they talk to each other, but can 
also synchronize gestures, body language, and brain waves. However, there are different ways to 
express social alignment. Wolff-Michael Roth and Kenneth Tobin (2010) studied synchronies in 
prosodic alignment and found that various vocal projections provide information to the self | 
other dialectic about emotional state at the micro-level. In their study, they found that in 
coteaching, coteachers tend to share the same rhythmic prosodic patterns. Moreover, they also 
provided several examples from video analysis, about how gestures and body movement aligned, 
which brought forward the question of other alignments, perhaps physiological, which are not 
captured on video. 
We argue that physiological synchronization occurs at the micro-level, in the form of heart 
rate synchronies, as a means to communicate emotional contagions between people. Emotional 
contagion, well known amongst socio-physiologists, explains how the social experience affects 
physiological condition. This contagion, explained from an evolutionary point of view, aids self | 
other to empathize and understand each other (Collins 2004).  Such contagion of positive 
emotions helps to contribute to heightened collective effervescence in the classroom and 
contributes to student engagement (Bellocchi 2014).  
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This study investigates two salient events that occurred between three students, Leah, 
Christian, and Matt, who shared synchronous and asynchronous heart rates during their 
classroom presentation on the question of race in the spring of 2015 in a class where 
Konstantinos was again the instructor (Alexakos, 2015). Avoiding the trap of using statistical 
analysis solely based on oximeter data, we employ thick descriptors (using multiple forms of 
data) within a theoretical framework that values authentic inquiry, polysemia, and polyphonia 
(Alexakos 2015). While oximeters were used to select events and highlight moments of heart 
rate synchrony and emotional contagion, thick descriptors, including ethnographic narratives, 
cogenerative dialogues, and video analysis, were then used to further describe and illustrate what 
was happening during these events, explicate our findings and create new meanings from 
multiple perspectives and interpretations, including those of the participants themselves. This 
paper is novel because it links microphysiological data collection and analysis, via oximeter and 
pulse rate analysis, to macro-sociocultural structures, like race, and physiological responses that 
are typically hidden or unknown in classroom studies. To our knowledge, this is the first study 
that examines emotional contagion and the synchronization of pulse rates in an educational 
context. 
Investigating Heart Rate During Difficult Discussions  
Zembylas (2014) argues that while traditional teacher education focuses on effectiveness in the 
schools, in order to promote well-being in both teachers and students it is necessary to provide a 
critical emotional reflection about teaching and learning practices. In the Spring 2015 semester, 
to this point of view, Konstantinos taught a graduate course at Brooklyn College for pre-service 
and in-service teachers on topics related to sociocultural perspectives in science education, such 
as the history of science and the nature of issues like gender, race, eugenics, and evolution in 
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science education. Issues such as race, gender, and religion, can be thorny issues (Alexakos et al. 
in this issue) as these kinds of topics create the potential for uncomfortable situations and 
emotional discussions and, for this reason, they are not a normal part of science teacher 
preparation courses.  
This study focuses on one of these thorny issues – race. In this course, students participating in 
the weekly sessions critically and openly discuss tough sociocultural topics. In the race session, 
students had to discuss discrimination and racial differences from a critical and historical 
perspective. They also had to reflect on the role of education in producing and reproducing this 
social difference, along with how to deal with it. In every class session, two or three students 
were in charge of leading a discussion on a pre-selected topic with the rest of the class 
participants. Three people were responsible for coteaching the class related to race: Two of them, 
Matt (an inservice science teacher) and Christian (a preservice science teacher), were students in 
this graduate course. The third coteacher, Leah, is a doctoral student (as well as an inservice 
science teacher) who was a participant researcher in the class. Leah and Christian were 
especially interested in this topic, because they identify as persons of color. Matt, who works as a 
teacher, was interested in this topic because of the multicultural, diverse, nature of the school in 
which he teaches. All three coteachers wore finger pulse oximeters during their presentation, 
providing data on individual pulse rates, pulse strength, and blood oxygenation levels throughout 
the duration of the class. As it is shown by Olga Calderón (Calderon, 2015), even though there 
are limitations to the device, oximeters can be a useful tool in order to provide clues to the 
emotional state of people who are participating in an educational study. 
Our approach is based on a hermeneutic phenomenological framework (Alexakos 2015). It is 
participant-centered and interpretive as to the direction of the research, what constitutes an event, 
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and inclusive of polyphonia and polysemia in describing “what is happening” and “why is it 
happening” during events. The what and the why are means to theorize, with thick descriptions 
(i.e., using multiple data sources), structures at play in social phenomena. Particularly, our 
approach is inspired by event-oriented social research (Sewell 2005), which requires 1) selection 
of some events to focus on after video analysis and 2) detail of what is going on at the micro-
level. Events are defined in terms of contradictions (Tobin and Ritchie 2012). In our study, we 
identified events in this teacher education class where the coteachers share a similar heart rate 
and pulse pattern. The sociological study of emotions at the micro-level focuses on the 
physiological changes and expressive gestures, but to theorize without falling into the trap of 
generalizability and crypto-positivism, a multi-methodological approach to researching emotions 
is required.  
Two different cameras were video-recording this particular class session discussing race: one 
camera was at the front of the room facing the class and one camera in the back-left corner of the 
room, facing the presenters. The purpose of the camera positioned in the back-left corner was to 
also record the oximeter data from the three coteachers. The data from the three oximeters were 
displayed on the screen of two computers, as they were being received via Bluetooth (see 
Appendix I). The data set includes second by second oximeter heart rate readings, which were 
obtained through computer analysis. In terms of methodology, our first data acquisition models 
included entering the heart rate readings from different events in the class into a Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet. The selected data sets were then plotted to produce graphs to be further analyzed 
and discussed. Following a multi-methodological approach, we then trimmed the selected events 
from the video recording, based on overlaps in the heart rate pulse of the coteachers, and we 
discussed these events with the three co-presenters over multiple cogenerative dialogue sessions 
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(cogen). In the cogen sessions, we video-recorded the conversations about the events that 
occurred during the class recordings and, together, we (all participants including the researchers, 
teachers, and students) explored what was happening from an emotional perspective. Finally, we 
used statistical analyses to discover where moments of synchrony between heart rates were 
statistically significant. 
Explaining the story of Pudd’nhead Wilson by Mark Twain 
In this session about race issues, a conversation emerged about the N-word. Even though this 
topic was not explicit in the official syllabus or in the presentation plan, Konstantinos shared that 
discussion of this topic (the N-word) was in his “unofficial” curriculum of the course. We chose 
the 19-second event described below because of our observations of the seemingly synchronous 
oximeter readings we observed during this discussion. 
 During the discussion about the use of the N-word, Konstantinos asked the students if they had 
read the story of Mark Twain’s Pudd'nhead Wilson, published in 1894 (not on the reading list for 
the course). Pudd’nhead Wilson is a fictional story about a slave, Roxy, who, while very light-
skinned, was according to the slave laws still considered Black, because she had one-sixteenth 
“Black” blood. Roxy had given birth to a son, fathered by a White man. Though her baby by all 
appearances was White, he too was considered Black, and therefore a slave. In addition to raising 
her own child, Roxy was the caretaker of her master's infant son, a child of the same age as her 
own son. Fearing she and her son would be sold and separated from each other, and since the 
appearance of the clothes of the babies was pretty much the identifying difference between her 
master’s baby and hers, Roxy made the life-altering decision to switch her son with that of her 
slave master.  
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In Figure 1 (Appendix I), Christian and Leah, two of the presenters, are visible but the 
oximeter data for all three presenters are presented on the computer screens. During this 
discussion, Matt went to sit on a chair to the right of Christian (and thus is not in the photo). He 
only took part in the beginning on the discussion on the book, when he tried to explain to his 
classmates the Pudd’nhead story. As he was not too sure, his intervention was interrupted by 
Konstantinos, who went on to explain the story himself.  
Matt: In that moment, I was worried because I realized that it would be difficult to 
accomplish all the activities that we had prepared for the classroom. The 
conversation went to an unexpected discussion about the N-word and the 
Pudd’nhead Wilson story. Therefore, I decided to sit down and be less involved in 
leading the discussion.  
When the conversation went into discussing the Pudd’nhead story, Matt was detached 
from the discussion as described in the ethnographic narrative and registered a difference in 
standard deviation from the heart rate data (beats per minute or bpm) of the other coteachers. 
Matt had an average heart rate of 78.6 bpm (standard deviation of 0.4). In the same event, 
Christian had an average heart rate of 91.5 bpm (standard deviation of 3.9), and Leah had an 
average heart rate of 92.4 bpm (standard deviation of 3.1). Because Matt was sitting, it is likely a 
contributing factor to his heartbeat being at a lower rate. Also, while Christian and Leah’s 
standard deviations over the course of the 19-second event show that their heart rates were 
changing while listening to Konstantinos’ description of the Pudd’nhead Wilson story, Matt’s 
standard deviation shows a heart rate that remains relatively constant throughout the same time 
interval. To the point of Roxy being one-sixteenth Black in the Pudd’nhead Wilson story, 
Konstantinos asks the class, "How much did you need to be in order to be considered Black? 
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How much was enough?” Following the question, for 19 seconds (from 00:01:57 to 00:02:15), 
the pulse rates of Christian and Leah, synchronize: the heart rate frequency of both was similar 
and shared the same increase and decrease patterns, which is shown in Figure 2 (Appendix J).   
Leah: As Konstantinos told the story of Pudd’nhead Wilson, I thought to myself 
that I had never heard of this story and was shocked that it was never a reading 
that was assigned to be discussed in all my years of schooling. Though having 
heard this story for the first time, the description resonated with my family history 
and I began to reflect on how important skin color has been to my family. Over 
the years, I’ve often thought about how I’d fair as a light-skinned person, if I were 
born during the days of slavery and I can’t help but think about how my skin color 
has advantaged me over those who have more pigmentation.  
In Table 1 (Appendix E) below is the transcript over the 19-second event, with the heart rate data 
of the three coteachers included. Konstantinos is discussing the irony of passing for White, as it 
relates to Roxy in the story and her decision to switch her child (a slave) with her Master’s child. 
As the beginning of the transcript, Matt, Christian, and Leah’s heart rates were respectively 79, 
88 and 89 bpm. For just one second (00:01:59), Leah and Christian looked at each other, as can 
be seen in Figure 1 (Appendix I), while Konstantinos laughed nervously. Just after that moment, 
Christian and Leah shared the same pulse rate of 89 bpm.  
As Konstantinos summed up the story, the heart rates of Christian and Leah went from the high 
80s to high 90s in the 19 second time interval. Even though there were no numerical matches in 
the heart rates of Christian and Leah, both of them shared the same rising pattern.  
By running a reliability test (Cronbach alpha = 0.8), we confirmed that the pulse rate data 
for the 19-second event were dependable for use in calculating and making sense of statistical 
	 99	
tests such as correlation coefficients. Pearson correlation coefficients showed that Matt’s heart 
rate negatively correlated with Christian’s (correlation coefficient of -0.8) and Leah’s 
(correlation coefficient of -0.7) heart rates. These coefficients, though negative, were statistically 
significant. Considering the negative correlations between Matt’s heart rate and that of his 
coteachers, his ethnographic narrative provides another perspective of the event.  
Matt: I was torn, because I had a deep desire for the students in the class, who 
might never again get such an opportunity, to have open and honest dialogue, but 
realized that Christian, Leah, and I did not spend much time considering how we 
could facilitate such a discussion [about the N-word and Pudd’nhead Wilson]. My 
lower heart rate may reflect my calm and removed contemplation at this juncture 
in time. I suspected that the class had heard these types of messages before and I 
really wanted for them to have an experience that allowed them to reach into 
unfamiliar territory, but I knew in order for that to happen there would need to be 
an invitation. But what were they being invited to? They didn’t know. Leah, 
Christian, and I have been considering race issues the better part of our lives and 
it was silly of me to expect that we would be able to create an altering experience 
for the current future educators in the room. I wanted to see educators given 
license to speak freely regarding race issues and I saw Leah and Christian as the 
gatekeepers to that license. I waited for them to include me and the others, but I 
knew that it was unlikely to happen because Leah, Christian, and I hadn’t gotten a 
chance to speak logistically about how to allow for that to happen. Nevertheless, 
the evening was special. I spoke with Konstantinos later that evening and what 
remains with me was his sentiment that “most of the students have not considered 
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these matters very much, nor have they had a chance to hear these types of 
firsthand accounts.” In retrospect, I wish that I had tuned into what Leah and 
Christian were saying rather than exhibiting a cold, removed contemplation. I 
wasted an opportunity to be tuned in with my colleagues during this important 
discussion.  
Looking at Figure 2 (Appendix J), after 00:02:05 sec, Matt’s heart rate decreased while both 
Christian’s and Leah’s heart rates increased. Matt explained that his emotional energy was 
focused on the logistics of the presentation and having some doubts about preparedness, while 
both Leah and Christian valenced their emotional energy with empathy for Roxy.  It was found 
that Christian and Leah had heart rates that positively correlated, with a correlation coefficient of 
0.8 – quantitative evidence for an emotional contagion at the micro-level. According to Collins 
(2004), emotional contagion is only possible when people share a mutual focus of attention. “If 
they are focusing attention on the same thing and are aware of each other’s focus, they become 
caught up in each other’s emotions (p. 108).” In this case, Christian and Leah were both 
emotionally entrained in the explanation of the Pudd’nhead Wilson story, were aware of each 
other, and looked to each other while Konstantinos told the story and while he asked about what 
it took to be declared Black and thus a slave. The excerpts that follow below are from a 
cogenerative dialogue between the coteachers. They provide insights into how both Christian and 
Leah were reflecting on a thorny issue:  differences in skin color and the realities of passing for 
or “acting” White. 
Leah: I remember being conscious of Christian being what I would describe as 
“light-skinned” as am I, and while hearing the story of Roxy’s decision in the 
novel, I couldn’t help but think about what Christian might be thinking about the 
	 101	
idea of “passing.” For myself, I thought of the pressures of “passing” and how it 
is easier for some compared to others. 
Christian: The nature of this book, which I hadn’t read, had some kind of 
relevance to me, but not on a personal level. I was recalling in my memory how it 
feels to appear as “other” and to desire to be accepted by others from a racial 
perspective, inside and even outside of my race. 
Christian and Leah both felt kinship for the main character of the story:  
Christian: … when I think of the idea of being “mixed,” I think in my mind how 
many people may go through some kind of identity crisis – asking questions like 
“I don’t know who I am …” These kinds of things blew my mind while 
Konstantinos was describing the story. 
Roth and Tobin (2010) claim that synchronous alignments can be understood as resources for 
solidarity and agreement that people experience. They argue that alignment in gestures and 
prosody is produced by the anticipation of the participants in the social encounter. Two people 
who synchronize with each other have to anticipate each other’s movement. As Tobin (2006) 
suggested, solidarity is more frequent within a community when positive emotional energy and 
mutual focus is shared by all the members. For example, people who live closely together and 
share a similar social experience, can identify and anticipate better the subtle gestures and signs 
of people of their community. Therefore, synchrony should be more frequent among individuals 
who relate to one another or live in the same community. Furthermore, it is possible to 
understand this solidarity as a form of compassion. We argue, in this study, a differentiation 
between empathy and compassion; empathy being the ability to know what people are feeling 
and compassion, being related to emotional contagion, is the emotion that arises when someone 
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is witnessing someone who is suffering and identifies with it (DeSteno 2015). If we understand 
the relationship between emotions and physiology as dialectical, then we argue that showing 
compassion has a physiological impact that can be traced through heart and pulse rate readings, 
which can be measured with instrumental tools like oximeters. 
Following the Pudd’nhead Wilson vignette, Konstantinos asked Christian and Leah to express 
their own opinions about the N-word to the class.  
Christian: I started to explain my position from a genealogical perspective. I felt 
that the class was a safe space to open up in. I felt I was in a trusting climate to 
expose my personal point of view. I understood that it was a good chance to share 
my perspective because I know my ancestral lineage, and I could show the 
historical connection with the past and its link to the N-word. My family history 
goes back to the time of the Civil War. About twelve years after its conclusion, 
my great-great-grandfather was born and he was a farmer in North Carolina. It is 
logical to believe that he was a child to former slave parents. He became a 
minister, travelling from farm to farm, town to town, to eventually bring his wife 
and five children to White Plains, NY, to ultimately found a church in Brooklyn, 
NY, which still exists today and that my family and I continue to attend. His 
church, like several others in Brooklyn during the late 1800s, early 1900s, would 
serve as a place of refuge to receive Blacks moving from the south who wanted to 
begin new lives in the north. The church itself is part of my family history, 
making it a historical repository of my lineage since every one of my family 
members served and/or attended my great-great-grandfather’s church. While I am 
fortunate to know where I come from and am able to determine how far back my 
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family goes in the U.S., I walk with the mindset to reject any derogatory language 
like the N-word. The suffering and challenges people like my ancestors had to 
endure are ingrained in me; it isn’t possible for me to glorify or even use any form 
of the N-word because of the knowledge I maintain. It is valuable to others to 
know of my story because many people never had the experience of meeting 
somebody who can trace their lineage so far back in American history. My 
perspective is unique in that it brings a historical and personal connection to a 
modern day discussion. My intentions are to share my story with other people in 
discussions like this so that they may know that the N-word is hurtful and 
insensitive to people of color. Stories like mine are important and deserve to be 
shared so that the youth and young adults of this world can realize that we cannot 
forget, reject, or ignore our past. We must reflect on it in order to become better 
people by understanding the way certain individuals interpret the N-word, and by 
not being so careless with any of our words.  
In the cogenerative dialogue among the three coteachers after the presentation on race, Leah 
reflected on the significance Christian’s narrative had on her emotions, expressing one 
sentiment: that of “jealousy” for Christian’s ability to trace his family genealogy specifically to a 
time and place in American history and to see how, like in the Pudd’nhead Wilson story, his 
ancestors fared post-slavery. Leah felt a fictive kinship towards Christian as she was reflecting 
about her own familial narrative compared to Christian’s: “that’s like me” she thought and 
expressed similar emotions to his. 
Leah: During the presentation, I looked at Christian and began nodding my head 
as he spoke about his genealogy. I was emotionally entrained with his narrative 
	 104	
and was linked by resonance to his words because of the close proximities of our 
two unique, yet similar, genealogies. I was thankful to be in the room with 
another person who had a history that linked to slavery in colonial America. My 
feelings of jealousy came from the fact that I never had an opportunity to meet my 
paternal grandparents; they passed before I was born, but I am thankful and 
fortunate for the tradition of oral history. Growing up, my siblings and I would sit 
with our father and mother to learn of the experiences my father and his family 
had as cotton-picking sharecroppers. My grandmother, Lola Pride, passed away in 
1944, at the early age of 33, while giving birth in Snyder, Oklahoma. Dan Pride, 
my grandfather, passed away in 1975. The births and deaths of my father’s 
extended family are mostly approximations; there are very few birth certificates 
that are available for review. Some dates have been recorded in a family bible that 
passed along from sibling to sibling, but is no longer around and available for 
review. To date, we believe that Dan’s grandparents were born prior to the time of 
slavery’s legal end. Lola, was a fair woman with brilliant, blue eyes. Her mother, 
Emma Johnson, was listed as a mulatto woman. When I heard the decision Roxy 
had to make in the Pudd’nhead Wilson story, I couldn’t help but look at my own 
hands and thought of my dad’s family in that very moment. My father’s “light” 
skin and blue eyes, donated to our gene pool by a White person, a slave master, 
we assume, has always been a topic of interest to people who meet us. One of the 
first questions we are asked is, “where is your family from?” They are confused 
by the eye color (which my siblings and I did not inherit), because it’s unusual to 
see a blue-eyed person with the physical features (e.g., skin color, hair color and 
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texture) of a Black person from “here.” I, Leah Pride, am a descendent of Black 
American slaves from the United States of America. My father still reminisces 
about the long, hot days in the cotton fields of Oklahoma picking cotton side-by-
side with his parents and siblings. These days were filled with extreme poverty. 
When I was much younger, knowing this little bit of history brought me some 
shame because, looking at our physical characteristics, it was always a reminder 
that our ancestors were not allowed to experience the freedom we often take for 
granted, in the contemporary. I’ve struggled, knowing that a huge majority of my 
father’s family was poor and uneducated for much of their tenure as U.S. citizens, 
not necessarily because they wanted to be, but because there were difficult 
structures to transform as they lived and “worked” throughout: slavery, the Civil 
War, the Reconstruction-era with its Black codes, Jim Crow and segregation, the 
Civil Rights movement and integration, and today, the Black Lives Matter 
movement. The N-word was there throughout all aspects of these cultural-
historical movements and so were we, the Pride family.  
During this 15-second event focused on the N-word discussion, at (01:17), Christian started to 
explain his position about the use of the N-word in everyday life, especially, in regards to hip-
hop music. While Leah was looking at Christian, with mutual focus, their pulses synchronized 
again as shown in Figure 3 (Appendix K).  
Leah and Christian’s heart rates pulsed synchronously for three seconds (between 01:19 and 
01:21), while Christian was talking about the N-word. It was also observed that Christian and 
Leah shared the same ascending pattern for 15 seconds, while Christian was explaining his 
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disagreement with Kanye West’s usage of the N-word. The same microphysiological synchrony, 
between Christian and Leah observed during the Pudd’nhead Wilson event. 
Leah: I was proud that Christian chose to condemn the use of the N-word in popular culture, 
though I too am guilty of singing along with some songs by artists that have capitalized on the 
word. I’ve watched the use of the N-word morph from a word used to commit violence and pain 
into a word that is meant to suggest friendship and kinship. I’ve never used the word to suggest 
this and find it offensive to suggest that the word could ever be used in that regard. As an 
educator, when I hear my students freely and casually use the N-word in my presence, I stop 
them and tell them the little I know of my history and the link to abuse and violence. In the past, 
this was usually needed for the Black students who would casually use the word to each other, at 
times in anger and jest. Now that the N-word has crossed cultural boundaries into mainstream 
hip-hop, I find myself educating Hispanic, Caucasian, Asian, Black students of all ages about 
why such a word would be painful and offensive to a person with my history, even if it is in 
song. I know the N-word has been used violently against my family members while living in the 
U.S.; it had to be, because of where we come from. The “word” was a “name” to those people 
with my lineage. Now that I hear the N-word routinely and have to accept the contemporary 
meaning as fraternal, it is another turn in the cycle of abuse; and like my ancestors, I am 
expected to just accept the new meaning and newness of the “name” or fight against it. I am 
angry that an emotionally charged word, like the N-word, has been capitalized on and marketed, 
so that to the one who takes offense to it is characterized fanatical and antiquated.  
Table 2 (Appendix F) details a transcript of what was said during the 15-second event and how 
the heart rates of the three coteachers changed over time, while Christian was giving his opinion 
about the use of the N-word. The pulse rate data for this event also had a Cronbach alpha 
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coefficient of 0.8. Pearson correlation coefficients, Table 4 (See Appendix H) indicate that 
Matt’s heart rate did not correlate with his coteachers: the correlation coefficient with Christian’s 
heart rate is 0.3 and with Leah’s heart rate is 0.4. At the same time, Christian and Leah’s heart 
rates positively correlated with one another, with a correlation coefficient of 0.9. Similar to the 
emotional contagion observed during the Pudd’nhead Wilson event, the results suggest that 
Christian and Leah shared microphysiological synchrony, as observed by their shared heart rate 
patterns.  
During this 15-second event, the ethnographic narrative, together with the oximeter data, 
provides some further insights about Matt’s emotional disengagement with the other two 
presenters as the session progressed.  
Matt: I felt nervous about getting into the N-word conversation. I felt that I had 
some counter-positions to offer, but didn’t think that they would be received well, 
and so I chose to play it safe. I didn’t want to somehow trivialize what had been 
shared by Leah and Christian, though I felt there was more that could still be 
shared. I recognized that I was an outsider in this conversation because of the 
color of my skin, but that also stung because I had wanted to share my own 
experience with racial ambiguity. I was never fully accepted by any group, 
because, though I was Puerto Rican, I didn’t look like I was, and though I was 
called “n**ga” in my teenage years, it didn’t appear to anyone that that would 
ever be the case. Honestly, I had some sense of jealousy that Leah and Christian 
were getting an opportunity to share their experience, laying bare the obvious 
reasons that they wanted to be a part of this session regarding race, but my own 
position regarding race was to be left largely unknown. I didn’t have a way of 
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getting into the conversation. To the class, I thought to myself, “they may think 
that I could do this session as well as any other session.” The class didn’t realize 
that these issues regarding race, reconciliation, and restoration are my core issues. 
I sought out doing this session with Christian chiefly with the intention of creating 
an environment where meaningful dialogue could take place for those who often 
don’t get to speak. But to the class, I was the token White guy, there for posterity, 
in the race conversation. To me, the reality of why I was there couldn’t be further 
from the truth. When we all sat to share our experiences, Leah and Christian were 
incredibly gracious and understanding. Clearly, I was still the outsider, but they 
dignified my position by hearing me while I heard them. The issues regarding 
race are indeed thorny and weighty, and have become quite complex. I am so 
grateful to Leah and Christian for taking a chance on working together. Martin 
Luther King once said, “we may have all come on different ships, but we’re in the 
same boat now.” It is as we work together and listen to each other that we become 
more synchronous.  
Matt had the lowest average heart rate of the three coteachers (average heart rate of 84.0 with a 
standard deviation of 0.5). During the same event, Christian had an average heart rate of 98.0 
(standard deviation of 1.1), and Leah had an average heart rate of 99.8 (standard deviation of 
3.2). Considering these data, mutual focus and compassion emerge as two important keystones to 
understanding microphysiological synchrony. During the 15-second event, Leah is seen listening 
to Christian’s opinions about the N-word in the music field, so they were sharing the same focus. 
During a cogenerative dialogue that was held after the race presentation, Leah explained, that 
“even though there were some genealogical differences [between her and Christian], I can 
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understand exactly what Christian is saying about the history of the N-word and why it is 
inappropriate as a word in today’s culture.” From this statement, we interpret that Leah not only 
shared an opinion similar to Christian about the N-word, but also felt some of the same emotions 
shared by Christian during his response in the class.  
Oximeters as a tool for emotional research in interaction  
A multi-ontological approach is necessary when researching emotions in social interactions 
(Tobin and Richie 2012). This study is novel in that it has shown microphysiological synchrony 
occurring in the heart rate patterns of coteachers while participating in an emotionally 
challenging topic: race. Oximeters provide physiological data, in real time, that are useful in 
becoming more aware of emotions not otherwise obvious or visible during classroom 
interactions. Therefore, oximeters can be used to develop mindfulness skills that are desirable in 
promoting well-being (Davidson 2013). As Malgorzata Powetrzynska, Kenneth Tobin and 
Konstantinos Alexakos argue, mindfulness practices help students and teachers “to pause, zoom-
in on the micro-situation and cancel out the cacophonic noise inside and around us and develop a 
sense of equanimity” (2014, p. 67) The combination of this technology within an interpretative 
participant centered research approach allows us to create richer and deeper (thick) descriptions 
about what is happening and why, during event-oriented inquiry.  
In this manuscript we argue that through the correlation of the heart rate data of coteachers 
(Leah and Christian) multiple events of emotional contagion were observed. On a micro-level, 
heart rates do not have to be identical to show signs of synchrony, but the pattern of change may 
be evidence of similar and synchronous emotional alignment. The emotional contagion, valenced 
in either the positive or negative direction, propagates the expectation that heart rate will change 
as well. Considering the data, emotional contagion is reflected in heart rate synchrony (positively 
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or negatively correlated) and shifts. Additional research will provide deeper understanding and 






















“TAKING A RISK”:  HAVING MINDFUL DISCUSSIONS ABOUT RACE, PRIVILEGE, 




In my experience, science teachers traditionally avoid whole-group discussions as they relate to 
topics considered to be “social” issues like whether Black Lives or All Lives Matter; or whether 
it is appropriate to allow the use of the N-word in the learning environment. Compartmentalizing 
issues of race, privilege, and social justice are not appropriate. Whenever and wherever thorny 
issues arise, they are to be problematized with great care and not dismissed in haste or relegated 
to classrooms belonging to the social sciences and humanities teachers. The purpose of this 
Chapter is to take a risk and engage in an unorthodox, mindful discussion about race, privilege 
and social justice. Unique in academia, I use the authoring of autoethnographic, impressionist 
tales and writing prompts derived from reflections of the “Thorny Issues Heuristic” as 
mindfulness tools for discussing thorny topics with science teachers enrolled in a teacher 
preparation program at Brooklyn College of The City University of New York. The informal 
writing style of this Chapter invites the reader to participate in an active dialogue with the 
purpose of sharing emotional narratives in their rare and authentic nature. The following is what 
I have learned from my students and how some narratives were painful yet encouraging; 
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Justice”.  In L. Bryan & K. Tobin (EDs.), Critical Issues and Bold Visions for Science Education: The 
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Leah: When encouraged to write a Chapter on race, I became overwhelmed by a surge of 
emotions and metacognitive thoughts and questions. 
Who am I to discuss race, equity and science education? Humbly, I am a Black American 
woman and a doctoral candidate of the learning sciences in an urban education program. I am 
also a biochemist. I am an anomaly, given the history of Black Americans (politically termed as 
African-Americans) in the United States and I write knowing and having experienced the 
histories of others who struggle(d) to make their voices heard.  
Why do I identify as a Black American and not as an African-American? I capitalize the 
term, Black, and use it as a noun rather than an adjective to make transparent a worldview 
belonging to a group of people who originate from the continent of Africa within their ancestry 
and who, as a cultural group, were cosigned to family histories of involuntary and forced 
immigration, so as to fulfill the expectations of servitude throughout the African diaspora (Ogbu 
& Simons, 1998). “Black” as a political moniker is used to marginalize a group of people who 
share a common experience of racism and subjectivity to (mis)representation as it relates to 
assumptions (often void of discourse) about culture, values, beliefs, and politics within the Black 
community (Hall, 1996). Blacks or African Americans, as a demographic are numerically 
underrepresented in the United States, making up thirteen percent of the total U.S. population 
(United States Census Bureau, 2016). From a power structure analysis, overwhelmingly Black 
Americans and other non-White minority groups are dearth of political, social, cultural and 
economic capital compared to their Whites counterparts (Bourdieu, The Forms of Capital, 1986). 
This Chapter entails my experience as a Black American and is not to be generalized, while 
some narratives may resonate with other oppressed people(s). The Black American experience 
contrasts others, particularly those Blacks who have immigrated to America voluntarily. Blacks 
	 113	
who immigrated to America from the diaspora often distance themselves from Black Americans, 
even though they are racially similar (Shaw-Taylor & Tuch, 2007). Intersecting, contextually 
embedded, and often times contradictory, “Blackness” transcends skin color as a biological 
descriptor and represents a cultural shift for Blacks of the diaspora to seek and connect to their 
African heritage through racial consciousness. Blackness does not belong to any one sub-group 
within the diaspora, but is appropriated by individuals to usurp societal, prescribed cultural 
boundaries (Johnson, 2003). As a socio-political construct on an individual level, Blackness is 
dependent on location, cultural identity negotiations, and Black identity politics (Godfried, 
Sekimoto, & Brown, 2016).   A post-colonial, cosmopolitan Blackness is not universally defined; 
however, it is generally accepted that Blacks should resist the Eurocentric burden of assimilation 
and celebrate diversity of what it means to “be Black” (in whatever context the individual 
appropriates) (Thiam, 2014). Blackness as a construct is often criticized for probing what it 
means to “act Black” juxtaposition what it means to “act White”, ignoring the perspectives that 
any other non-Black or non-White brings to the dialogue.  
How will my narrative contribute to existing bodies of literature written by Black 
Americans? Historically, slave narratives throughout the African diaspora represent a genre of 
writing that offered Blacks in bondage an opportunity to name their oppressors and describe the 
harsh realities of plantation life. The slave narrative was usually crafted for the benefit of white 
abolitionists who had not experienced the throes of slavery, but wanted to read first-hand 
accounts as a means to authenticate the realism of bondage. Written with physically and 
emotionally excruciating details, the slave narrative subjugates the reader into an existential 
crisis where the hardships of exhaustive labor, beatings, sexual exploitations, and denial of 
inalienable human rights: life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, and the illegalities of 
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existence beyond servitude become a temporary reality in much the same way that a work of 
science fiction transplants the reader to an imaginary, alternate reality (Sherryl, 2007). Neo-slave 
narratives are contemporary literary works that capture the oral traditions of slavery as recounted 
by descendants of slaves or sympathizers of antebellum American history. Neo-slave narratives 
may also originate from a third person’s pontification about what slavery life might be like or the 
narrative may represent a fictional or faux biographical life-story of a slave (Rushdy, 2004). 
Contemporary neo-slave narratives have been written as fictional novels with the author’s 
objective being to “come to terms with [the] American past, and salvage the vestiges of a distant 
African past.” (Ouimet, 2002). Examples of contemporary, neo-slave narratives are William 
Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967), Ernest J. Gaines’ The Autobiography of Miss 
Jane Pittman (1971), Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred (1979) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) to 
name a few prominent works.  Unique to the genre of the neo-slave narrative is that it allows the 
author to explore the emotions of an unanswered past and questions an unsettled identity: Black 
Americans not belonging to colonial America as authentic citizens and not being recognized as 
human, but rather, as property.  
Who may author neo-slave narratives? At issue with this genre and notable works, 
particularly The Confessions of Nat Turner and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom Cabin, is 
whether non-Black counterparts have the authority to appropriate Black American slavery 
history and author their own slavery narratives or neo-slave accounts (Neo-slave narrative, 
2005). A critique of historical slave narratives is that the narratives of Black males 
overwhelming populate the genre. There are examples of seminal works by Harriet Ann Jacobs 
(Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 1861), Sojourner Truth (Ain’t I a Woman, 1851), and a 
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small constituency of notable female writers. Neo-slave narratives allow a space for Black 
feminists to have voice.  
Structurally, my neo-slave narrative emerges throughout the Chapter, beginning with 
intimate details about my family history and the emotions that surround having questions about 
one’s ontological citizenship. While teaching, I often bring in the histories of my lived 
experience and ask my students to share their ways of being, knowing, and experiencing the 
world. As we incorporate diverse voices (polyphonia), alongside varied ways of knowing 
(polysemia) as a resource, discourse is enriched and potentially transformative (Tobin, Learning 
from a good mate, 2011). The neo-slave narrative usually continues with grotesque descriptions 
of oppression: both of mind and spirit, as the body is no longer legally bound to shackles and 
servitude. In this Chapter, there will be many places where the emotional entanglement of my 
life as a person of color in America will be centralized. The emotions shared are not to be 
generalized, in much the same way the slave experience was not the same for all persons of color 
(Barnett, 2004). Authored slave narratives share an impassioned quest for freedom: of the spirit, 
of the body, and most of all, the mind. My neo-slave narrative is an evolving awakening that 
comes about through authentic inquiry and the sharing of others’ perspectives and differences in 
safe spaces. I write from a place of responsibility, an expectation that my narrative(s) and those 
of others serve as counter-narratives (Delgado, 1989): a tenet of critical race theory which offers 
writers of color the agency and responsibility to share their experiences with race and racism, 
coupled with the hope that we may be able to communicate to our non-Black counterparts (e.g. 
White), matters that they are unlikely to know and/or understand because their skin color gives 
them certain “privileges” in America.  
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During the Great Depression, in the cotton-fields of Oklahoma, my poorly educated, 
Black-American father learned how to persist through the days of segregation, discrimination, 
and the emotions that emerged in response to the struggle for existence. This unorthodox 
schooling was rooted in an oral tradition that has traversed the annals of history beginning with 
slavery into the contemporary, post-Barack Obama presidency.  In “post-racial” America, I am a 
cotton-picker’s daughter who became a scientist and science educator, despite a presumed deficit 
model that was forecast by society based on my family’s lineage. I too, have learned to persist 
through the challenges of “-isms” (racism, sexism, classism, body size-ism). Today this oral 
tradition, which I have received, is referred to in the contemporary classrooms of urban, New 
York City where many of my students and I are faced with debilitating and emotionally jarring 
macro-structures: segregation, fear of being detained by authorities or killed given one’s place of 
birth or the color of one’s skin, and discrimination. Persistence in the context of this Chapter, is 
the “inexplicable” determination to push through racial battle fatigue: psychological and 
physiological responses of stress relating to being a person of color and having feelings of 
frustration, shock, anger, disappointment, resentment, anxiety, helplessness, hopelessness, and 
fear in response to discrimination and racism (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2016). Persistence is 
consciously embedded in my unofficial curriculum (as it relates to sensitive topics like, race, 
gender, privilege).  
In writing narratives, how do I theorize beyond an egocentric form of activism and social 
justice? At a research forum, I shared my perception of activism and social justice in America, as 
being on a spectrum. At the individualized level, my theoretical position suggests individualized 
participation in social justice movements relies on constituents valuing their lives and the lives of 
others, concurrently, while also appreciating differences not fearing them. Persons of color 
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(including myself) learn to love and respect themselves by focusing introspectively. On the 
social justice spectrum, individualized self-love as an activist standpoint is gradated towards 
more collective activist efforts, which may include but not limited to protestations against 
injustice of any kind. After sharing thoughts with the audience, rooted in my interpretation of the 
contemporary works of bell hooks, a counterpoint was offered by a member of the meeting. The 
scholar, who happened to be White and male, suggested that my thoughts were too “egocentric” 
and activism must grow beyond that of the self. Keeping in mind that my voice is only one view 
offered as a counter-narrative (alongside that of students in my class), I challenge the readers to 
see this work as a notch on the broad spectrum of activism.  
Getting to an emotional “place” where I can theorize race 
	
I listened to a still voice inside and wrote during a meditation. The following is what I heard: 
In a vast sea of emotion 
there is me; 
The place I seek, 
Is Race. 
A buried plea,  
to unearth a systemic disgrace. 
Set sail, 
An anticipated odyssey deep within; 
Prevail! 





Where Race lies, 
I approach with haste. 
Silence, 
I find. 
In the wake of violence 
Prevail! 
A barrage of micro-aggressions 
 at this place, 
Race. 
Resignation was the intended lesson. 
The act of oppressors- 
Piracy of valuable goods,  
“Inalienable” rights.  
Life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness, 
Set Sail. 
Give chase I should, 
A promised land is in my sight. 
Prevail. 
In a vast sea of emotion 
there is me. 





 my voice, 
is a tempest to the commotion.  
Prevail. 
The informal writing style of this Chapter invites the reader to an active 
discussion with the purpose of sharing emotional narratives in their rare and authentic 
nature. Below is an example of questions you may ask and answer, following the reading 
of a narrative: 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: What are your own 
emotions as they relate to the reading of the above narrative? Considering the 
emotions shared, what do you think the author wants you to experience?  
Silence as a place for theorizing 
	
bell hooks writes:  
“I have been working to change the way I speak and write, to incorporate in the 
manner of telling a sense of place, of not just who I am in the present but where I 
am coming from, the multiple voices within me. I have confronted silence, 
inarticulateness. When I say, then, that these words emerge from suffering, I refer 
to that personal struggle to name that location from which I come to voice- that 
space of my theorizing.” (hooks, 1996) 
In order for the authoethnographic words that follow in this Chapter to remain authentic 
and vulnerable, they emerge from within the captive walls of my heart and mind without 
judgment. Silence was difficult to accept in the writing of this Chapter dealing with race: a part 
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of my life (not just a topic to discuss) that is painfully isolating at the intersections of who I am, 
what I believe and how I want to be in the world. Like hooks, I found the personal struggle to 
name the place of theorizing an arduous and transformative feat.  I've appreciated how this 
writing process has made me more mindful, confident and critical. As I’ve allowed my inner, 
more reflective self to have voice, I've grown into a more complete person.  
During a writing period, when I encountered silence (in the context of this Chapter, 
defined as the lack of a word or utterance in speech or writing), I was insatiate. I wanted an 
output but had to come to realize that silence is a valued output at times. It may be the best 
answer to tapping into a theoretical discourse: 
Silence? 
No,  
a pregnant pause. 
I smile. 
Mikhail Bakhtin proposed a “word or utterance” as a means to express one’s relationship 
to the other (a social entity). My interpretation of Bakhtin’s work is that the utterance (or lack 
thereof) is contingent on who is engaged in the discourse and the exchanges (written, spoken, 
action- enacted or symbolic) between the participants. The pronoun, who, is an amalgamation of 
the self in relation to the other and is inclusive of historical contexts and situations that may or 
may not be nuanced at the time of the discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). Silence, or the act of silencing, 
is the enactment of emotional dissonance as a result of disrupting or omitting one’s turn to 
“talk”. 
Unofficial curriculum as the place for theorizing 
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In science education, there are few teacher preparation programs with the courage and support to 
explicitly confront issues like race, privilege, and activism for social justice. From experience in 
the “hard sciences”, these types of conversations are: non-existent, out of place, too emotional, 
and too subjective in the STEM classrooms. Layering difficult social issues, like race, with 
technical terms strips away the humanistic context.  The types of conversations that need to 
happen when discussing these issues are raw and subdural, honest and transparent. Having the 
connotation of being “non-academic” and not belonging in the same space that experiments are 
being run, issues of discrimination, activism, and the like are often avoided and ignored; leaving 
those who live with them feeling violated, oppressed and powerless.  
The Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural Foundations of Education and Science 
course at Brooklyn College (of the City University of New York) is unique in that the official 
curriculum deals with the broader implications of history, contemporary philosophies, and the 
sociopolitical-cultural intersections all have had on American schooling, in particular science 
education (Alexakos, Becoming a Teacher | Reseacrher: A primer of doing authentic inquiry 
research on Teaching and Learning, 2015). The course is meant to rouse critical reflection and 
authentic inquiry into one’s way of “being” in the world and to help teachers become more aware 
of their own ways of teaching. The official curriculum of the course arms teachers with 
theoretical frameworks often excluded within scientific and teacher preparation programs.  
As an instructor of the course, alongside pre-and in-service science teachers, I 
encouraged students to speak and write honestly and passionately, irrespective of how they may 
perceive it will affect me, emotionally, as a person of color. Implicit in the construct of this class 
was an expectation that we listen radically to each other. Radical listening, in the context of this 
work, is a way of listening with the purpose of learning from the other by addressing and 
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accepting differences (Tobin, Learning from a good mate, 2011). There is an inherent 
expectation that coherency expands when differences and contradictions are nuanced and culture 
is transformed through the act of dialogue (Sewell, 2005). Void of radical listening, discussions 
between participants can lead to confusion and contention; misunderstandings and feelings of 
anger or guilt will result when great care isn’t taken to value what others are saying and not 
conforming what we want to hear to what is being said. 
“Our discussion took a different turn when we started to think of some of the 
ways we phrase our words and how they could become personal when they hurt 
another person. Someone from the [cogenerative dialogue] mentioned, “we 
should stop using the phrase, “ I agree with you” or “I disagree with you” and 
instead build on each other’s conversations”. By building on each other’s 
conversations, we will be acknowledging what someone else contributes and let 
our opinions be heard, as well. Professor Leah contributed by mentioning that she 
didn't like when others used phrases, such as “I think you are trying to say this” 
when we are having a discussion because many times during our discussions 
many students rephrased what another person was saying. This discussion took a 
little turn, when I noticed some anger from some of the participants and they 
weren't even trying to include everyone else in the discussion. Few voices became 
dominant and this was my first experience in which I saw no safe space. I realized 
many of us became quiet and the ones who were speaking didn't even 
acknowledge that many of us weren't even talking or weren't even given a chance 
to talk” (a reflection from Zara who is a Muslim woman, in-service science 
teacher). 
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The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: What are your own 
emotions as they relate to the reading of the above narrative? How could the 
statement, “What I think you are trying to say”, strip agency from marginalized 
voices? How do you define safe spaces? What lines in the narrative cause you to 
question the role of silence?  
Implicit in the structure of the course and the physical classroom environment in which 
we met, was the need for a “safe space” for dialogue. A safe space not only refers to the need for 
physiological safety and a place where basic needs are met, but also a place that promotes 
dialogue, respect, and inclusion of all members, including those who may be underrepresented 
(Gayle, Cortez, & Preiss, 2013). In our course, not all members of the group were comfortable 
with participating in discussions on all topics that relate to race. I, as the instructor, had to respect 
that some voices would be silenced from our conversations because it is the enactment of one’s 
agency and convenience to exclude him or her-self when there is the fear of potential danger or 
violence: 
“Unfortunately, the conversation in our class took an uncomfortable path. I just 
couldn't bring myself to participate in the discussion about the use and origin of 
the "N-word."  I just felt like I didn't have a place in that discussion and looking 
back, I feel upset and sad that it was that way” (a reflection from Pamela who is a 
White female, in-service science teacher).  
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: In terms of your 
own response to silence, what emotions are you most aware of while experiencing 
it? Do non-Blacks have a place in discussions that probe issues of race and 
Blackness (e.g. the appropriateness of the N-word, writing neo-slave narratives)? 
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There are Black individuals, who are uncomfortable discussing race in mixed-
racial company and homogenous-racial company, where does their voice fit in? Is 
a safe space attainable and is so, how is it protected? 
Unique to our course, science teachers open each class meeting with a five-minute 
breathing meditation before coteaching units on the foundations of the history of science 
education using the lens of social life and the varied socio-political factors that shaped it. The 
breathing meditations are important, so as to discharge emotional distress, incorporating the 
principles of mindfulness, whenever it arises as a result of engaging in this authentic work 
(Powietrzynska, Tobin, & Alexakos, 2015).   
I practice deep breathing while discussing and writing about race, which is emotionally 
laden with pain and causes me to feel vulnerable and unsafe. In writing this Chapter, there will 
be times where I will insert the breathing prompt, so the reader will not only read, but also share 
in the my emotional turmoil.  
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
The breathing prompt has served as my pain reliever and is now available to the reader to 
utilize throughout the reading of this emotionally heavy Chapter for me to read and write. 
Theoretical framework: Narratives and Impressionist tales as a form of authentic inquiry 
	
My opening narrative is written in a genre unlike the style of writing expected in a doctoral 
dissertation, peer-reviewed journal, or academic book Chapter, yet it is an artifact of what 
authentic inquiry is. Authentic inquiry, which my work incorporates, centers on four-authenticity 
criterion adopted by Kenneth Tobin (Tobin, Using collaborative inquiry to better understand 
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teaching and learning, 2014) from an interpretation of Guba and Lincoln's work on authenticity 
in the research process (Guba & Lincoln, 1989): 
o Authentic inquiry is ontological; the researchers| participants are open to change based 
on what they learn in the research process. The Sheffer stroke (|) in the context of this 
Chapter denotes a dialectical relationship. For example, in the following dialectical 
relationship, self | other, the two elements are recursive in nature. If one element is 
changed (e.g. self), the other is transformed in the process as well. In the scope of this 
work, the opening narrative is autoethnographic | ontological and nuances the emotional 
multi-voicedness of the self | other (Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four essays, 
1981).  
In a vast sea of emotion 
there is me;  
(Self: I am speaking as myself) 
The place I seek, 
Is Race.  
(Self | Other: I want to be critical of how race and racism, a social construct of the 
other, affects me) 
A buried plea, 
to unearth a systemic disgrace.  
(Other: Racial categorizations and the racism that ensues are systemic, but 
functions to suppress and oppress others) 
o Authentic inquiry is educative; all participants are encouraged to understand and learn 
from the other. By analyzing the written discourse within the dialectic of self | other, the 
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researcher in this work (myself) can learn from the voiced “other” within, which 
manifests throughout the narrative. The process of considering who is speaking, line by 
line, allows space for teaching and learning for both the reader and myself. In 
autoethnographic narratives, my voice has agency and is open to inform and transform 
those willing to read and hear it.  
o Authentic inquiry is catalytic; stakeholders are expected to benefit from the research 
and the research process is meant to catalyze change, not stand in the way of it.   
o Authentic inquiry is tactical, the teacher | researcher addresses any disadvantages that 
may have emerged throughout the work, particularity for those who may not have the 
power to address them or are disadvantaged. Sharing my narratives alongside those 
students enrolled in my course, reveals inquiries into our ways of being which may be 
painful to some, yet encouraging to others; welcoming, yet alienating.  
Autoethnographic narratives are grounded in mindfulness: a contemporary framework that 
embraces reflexivity and authenticity, becoming aware of the unaware and embracing difference 
as a resource (Tobin, Learning from a good mate, 2011). During discussions involving issues 
like race, privilege, and social justice, there is an inherent responsibility to be kind to oneself and 
others, while also an expectation that the discussants are compassionate, incorporate radical 
listening, are non-judgmental, and do not get stuck in negative emotional spaces. In a mindful 
place, there is an awareness that some social issues, like discussions about race in mixed racial 
company, are emotionally unsafe and may be too sensitive to discuss without concern for the 
wellbeing of those engaged (Powietrzynska, Tobin, & Alexakos, 2015).  
In response to unraveling the emotional entanglement with race and what it means to be a 
Black American, the opening narrative takes on the methodological framework of an 
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impressionist tale: a “story” that is ethnographic and ontological in nature. The emerging tale 
privies the reader to creative and often underappreciated details about the vulnerabilities of a 
character(s) or an event that must be told, with the purpose of being educative As the 
impressionist tale is exempt from the constraints of peer-reviewed, academic language in its most 
elemental form, the author has unabridged license to tell a story how they want and/or need (Van 
Maanen, 2011).  
The autoethnographic impressionist tale takes on whatever structure that emerges, with the 
intentions of pushing past the boundaries and prisons of one’s mind and opening the possibilities 
of theory and research beyond raw emotion (Van Maanen, 2011). The writing style, as it relates 
to my autoethnographic mimics that of poetry: a discursive methodological framework used in 
qualitative research to marry existentialism (or the way in which one thinks about and exists in 
the world) with the author’s emotional truths (Furman, Poetry and narrative as qualitative data: 
Explorations into existential theory, 2007). Poetry, as a qualitative methodological tool, is unique 
in that it allows the use of metaphors and figurative language to explore the external and internal 
interplays of a person’s emotions, irrespective of how they conflict, conform, or corrupt norms 
that may be generalized or marginalized in the social realm (Furman, Poetry and narrative as 
qualitative data: Explorations into existential theory, 2007). Qualifying a poem for peer-review is 
quite subjective and frowned upon by positivists and other researchers that value objectivity and 
generalizability (Furman, Langer, Davis, Gallardo, & Kulkarni, 2007). However, when 
discussing issues that are quite emotional and often times difficult to express, allowing the 
flexibility of a poem (or any genre of writing) can embrace the realization that language itself is 
a structure that oppresses some who struggle to access it, particularly in academia. Looking at 
the narrative through the lens of polyphonia (speaking with many voices), the author and reader 
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make meaning of the shared experience together (Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four 
essays, 1981) 
While my particular style of writing emerged in the form of a poem, so as to capture the 
“otherness” and emotional attachment to what was being discussed in the Historical, 
Philosophical, and Sociocultural Foundations of Education and Science course, others shared 
their narratives more directly.  
“We are all one group of people, and we should all be held to the same standard – 
no more “select your race,” no more “black lives matter,” no more “white 
privilege” nonsense!  My race is not a factor, all lives matter, and I have not been 
given this white privilege but if it’s out there, send it my way” (a reflection from 
Emma is a White female, in-service science teacher). 
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: What are your own 
emotions as they relate to the reading of the above narrative? How would you 
respond to the author? 
When discussing race, the course provides readings that address the historical standpoints 
of Black-White relations in America. While this is not the only perspective on racism, it is one 
that is explored in greater context. Not all students appreciate the lens in which the course is 
structured: 
“While going through the readings for this week, I realized that for the past two 
weeks we have been speaking about racism in a very bi-modal fashion. The focus 
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has been on how African Americans have been oppressed or silenced by white 
Americans. It bothers me that we are discussing racism, but the sole focus is on 
one group of people who have felt the effects of racism as though there are no 
other oppressed groups. Considering the fact that many other groups are also 
stereotyped and stigmatized, I was hoping for a wider variety in the readings. I 
think too many people too often associate racism solely with the conflicts between 
black and whites that have spanned decades. Clearly those issues need to be 
addressed, but they are not the only issues that need to be addressed and I dislike 
how easy it is to become single minded in our views of what racism is and who it 
affects. I am often wary of becoming so caught up in my own suffering that I 
neglect the suffering of others ” (a reflection from Ruby who is a Black female, 
in-service science teacher). 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: What is your own 
standpoint as it relates to the context in which race could/should be discussed (i.e. 
Black-White and Black-Black relations, Islamophobia, Critical race theory, Asian 
and Latino critical theory, Black feminist theory, Intersectionality, etc.) 
Thorny issues are emotional and have a place in science education 
	
As schools are a microcosm of social life, it is reasonable to expect difficult topics to be 
discussed in classrooms of all disciplines. During our time together at Brooklyn College, science 
teachers asked for opportunities to narrate their personal and emotional tales as it relates to the 
history of race, privilege and social justice in this country and express why it is or is not a 
“thorny issue”. Thorny issues are sociocultural constructs (like race and colorism, gender and 
sexuality, implications of socioeconomic status and privilege) that are layered with deep 
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emotions (could be positive or negative) and tends to be more closely aligned with the 
vulnerabilities of questioning assumptions about identity, “place” in society, and the emotional 
valences inextricably associated with engaging in these types of discourses (Alexakos, et al., 
2015). 
Below is an excerpt from a narrative that was authored following a reading of “Skin 
Deep” a scientific article that explores the predisposition of variations in human skin color 
through a bio-geographical lens (Jablonski & Chaplin, 2002). The sociocultural perception that 
lighter skin is more desirable and lends itself to intended or unintended privileges not afforded 
those with skin tones of a darker hue is defined as colorism. In America and other countries, 
where some Whites and other lighter-skinned people of color are the ones with more 
sociocultural-political-economic power (Bourdieu, Outline of a theory of practice, 1977), 
colorism often times but not always intersects with de facto racism and discrimination (Hunter, 
2007). The discussion was quite thorny as we discussed the intersections of biology (i.e. skin 
color) and implications in social justice and perceived privilege. 
“The thorniness [of a discussion that surrounds race and education] was apparent 
as we discussed the “elephant in the room” more deeply…I felt particularly quiet 
because I never felt that I could say anything since my race is considered the 
"privileged" one.  Although I personally don't believe I fall into that category (I've 
worked so hard to be where I am), my skin color makes it tough for me to speak 
without being viewed a certain way…Somewhere along the line, skin color and 
societal standards overlapped. Skin color is no longer an indication of ancestral 
origin (how close to the equator you are), but it symbolizes and represents things 
like level of education, socioeconomic class, values, morals, and respect for 
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others/authority.  These societal standards extend into the classroom and 
unfortunately impede and hinder the progress and desire of achievement for those 
with an 'undesirable' skin color (Pamela). 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: Can we substantiate 
the perception of perceived privileges associated with lighter skin color in 
America and/or around the world (e.g. skin bleaching)?  
Throughout the semester and as the course progressed, we science teachers asked each 
other weekly: How do we create safe emotional spaces in order to have the kinds of thorny 
discussions needed to tackle difficult issues like race and other “elephants in the room” 
(Alexakos, et al., 2015). 
“As I’m attempting to write this I’m having trouble articulating the words in my 
head, so I guess I’ll start at the beginning of the class. We started off the lesson 
with a free write on how skin complexion affects your position in society. I 
cannot recall exactly what I wrote but to sum up society; the lighter your skin 
complexion the easier you have it. After writing what we had thought we did a 
travel talk where I had the privilege of speaking with you [Leah]. From what I 
remember, we both felt very uneasy sharing our thoughts and I believe it was 
because of two main issues. First being I don’t think either of us thought we were 
going to share our thoughts. Second, but most prevalent to the actual topic, was 
the difference in skin color. After I had finished what I had written, I recall that 
you had verbalized your uneasiness, which actually eased my own discomfort. 
After both of us discussed our thoughts it was clear that we were very much on 
the same page, which I find troubling as a human. Why should the color of our 
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skin, which is not something we choose, define us as a person?” (a reflection from 
Kenneth who is a White male, pre-service science teacher). 
There were times during the semester when some voices were more privileged than 
others. The voices, typically of White students (with the exception of one Black female), 
compromised the safe space with swift interjections, fierce rebuttals, and deliberate invalidations 
of others’ experiences during thorny discussions. This required me to address the students 
privately for not respecting the culture of radical listening. Sanctions of silence were imposed for 
the sake of keeping dialogue open for the rest of the class: 
“Your [Peter] passion was not offensive, it was an indicator that you were 
engaged and in-tune with the emotional contagion that emerges when talking 
about subjects that challenge or question people's world views, and in some cases, 
ways of being. I appreciate hearing passion coming through one's voice; it is 
engaging and liberating. However, at times, it seemed as though there wasn't a 
reciprocal space for others' passion to emerge and that was suffocating. By the 
end of the session, it was clear that all the air was sucked out of the room. I have 
never been a debater, so it felt un-natural having to cut you off at some point. If it 
came off abrasive I'm sorry, was never my intention” (an excerpt from an email I 
sent to Peter who is a White male, in-service science teacher). 
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: How would you 
respond to this email? Peter chose not to respond. 
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Thorny discussions often include sharing personal narratives that may not only be 
emotionally painful, but also physiologically painful or awkward to bear. I wrote the following 
during a breathing and writing meditation: 
I cried today. 
It is an affective response to a reservoir of angst within. 
Fear. 
The question, 
Who am I? 
Fear captures and impregnates the first teardrop. 
I ask, 
What do you, the polyphonic you, want as an answer? 
The reply, 
I can’t articulate clearly because the cacophony of voices are nauseating. 
I hear an umbilical whimper amidst the contrast. 
I connect to the lifeline its chord offers. 
Physiologically, this translates into tears outside. 
Fear claimed the first tears, but 
The surge of finally wanting to answer the question, 
Broke the dam of judgment. 
Each drop has a justified place and it is reconciliation day. 
I reply, 
You want to know who I am? 
I am human. 
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The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: Take a moment to 
meditate, what voices are speaking? How does your body feel as you listen to 
what is being said? What are your own emotions as they relate to the reading of 
the above narrative?  
The Thorny Issues Heuristic as a place for theorizing 
	
Heuristics are ontological shape-shifters; characteristics that cause the individual engaged in a 
reflexive process to pause and become aware of their way of being (Powietrzynska, Tobin, & 
Alexakos, 2015).  
“I believe heuristics are very helpful, because when we are presenting or talking 
during a discussion we need to be aware of other's feelings. It let’s us keep in 
check what we are saying and how it could have an effect on others around us, 
which is very important. We usually make comments and think they are harmless. 
These comments could hurt those around us and it [heuristics] allows us to have a 
discussion. It also allows us to question if we are dominant during our discussions 
and presentations, which will allow others to speak as well and share our 
thoughts. Depending on where you stand in the discussion and presentation, you 
will make a change regarding your behavior in the classroom. If you don't speak 
as much, you will try to contribute more and if you are dominant, you will allow 
others to speak up (Zara). 
During the week we discussed race in the course, the “Thorny Issues Heuristic” was 
given for students and myself to author a free write to any of the characteristics (Appendix A). 
Prior to writing, we practiced a five-minute breathing meditation. Immediately following the 
meditation, I engaged in a free write and used the “Thorny Issues Heuristic” characteristic 
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number 24, to write whatever came to the forefront of my mind, without judgment (Alexakos, et 
al., 2015):  
I understand that others and I may not be able to use language to describe the 
emotions related to thorny issues. 
Heuristics contain compassionate statements, in the like of characteristic 24, which 
engage the reader in a hermeneutic process. As a person becomes more aware of their emotions, 
change is inevitable because forgiveness and reflexivity are crucial underpinnings (Tobin, 
Qualitative Research in Classrooms: Pushing the Boundaries of Theory and Methodology, 2006). 
The aforementioned characteristic gave me an opportunity to engage in a research process that 
moved past the barrier of language, so as to probe my standpoints as it relates to race.  
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
The following impressionist tale is how my free-write emerged: 
Stanza I 
Pride. 
The name always left my lips in sincerity, but reached my ears, mockingly. 
Why did I have to have that name? 
Ironic. 
“Leah has Pride.” 
“Leah, full of Pride.” 
“Pride of lions, powerful.” 
The metaphors were endless, 
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Growing up, I was not full of pride nor did I feel worthy of the name, 
Pride. 




Pride in Black America? 
Black and Proud in America? 
America has Pride in Blacks? 
It was all confusing! 
 I hated myself, not White. 
 Sad but honest, 
Too young to understand the complexities of colorism, 
 Why was white the idealized form? 
 Built like “Mammie” from the movies, 
Couldn’t escape my curves in this Black body. 
I felt different. 
Always reminded of being an(other). 
My color defines how I am perceived in this country? 
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Judge by the content of one’s character and not by the color of their skin, 
But only if you are white, it seems. 
In kindergarten, 
I used to look at the palm of my hands and try to convince myself that the lightest 
color was my true color. 
At age five, I was made aware that my skin was darker than the other kids in my 
class. 
Innocence. 
Pride in what skin color? 
My father’s hazel eyes and light skin, 
The origins of my skin color were always questioned? 
Too light to be truly “Black”, and too Black to be “White”. 
Awkward. 
“What are you?” people would ask. 
“I am Black.” was my reply. 
“Then why are you so light?”  




Pride in my lineage. 
Sharecroppers who were hard working survivors; 
Fruit of their labor, 
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Was me. 
The roots of cotton and tobacco plants, 
Burrow deep in the ground. 
They absorb every drop of my blood. 
During slavery and Jim Crow, 
It was called “Nigger blood”.  
Nigger Pride, we are no longer called. 
My blood. 
Stanza IV 
I’ve been told, “Black Americans! They are animals”. 
Even animals were treated better than us at times. 
America. 
Land of Opportunity, 
America is the land of the free and home to the brave. 
But, what if you are Black? 
How do you reconcile history against the hopes of a future? 
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
By writing the impressionist tale, I begin theorizing out of pain; the purpose being to 
nuance the emotions of disgust as a person of color in America, coupled with the desire to self-
identify.  
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The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: How would you 
respond to a person [i.e. the author] who expressed shame with being a person of 
color?  
Racial disgust as a place of theorizing 
	
Following the struggle to contextualize this Chapter and having exposed my emotional 
vulnerabilities in the course I taught at Brooklyn College, I authored an email to Konstantinos 
Alexakos, a mentor and friend. Below is my excerpt from the exchange: 
“I'm unsure of what emotion you want me to capture in this paper because, 
generally, I feel as though I've expressed my disgust with being a Black person in 
America in my 2nd [doctoral] exam, in the paper I authored (Pride, 2014) and in 
emails. I readily identify as a Black person but I know that comes with 
discrimination, great challenge and pain: some pain that others will never 
experience or even understand. It will always be so just because I have more 
melanocytes than others. The history, in America, of having that "flaw" cannot be 
erased. I guess that is it: nothing fancy and nothing novel, it is the nature of the 
struggle. I am Black and that is that: the rest of the emotional attachment comes 
from what is projected by society towards me. So, I guess my point is: WHAT 
should I focus on in this piece that will be considered a good narrative-really not 
sure?”  
Digging a little deeper into the narrative and in the spirit of authentic inquiry, engaging 
the theoretical underpinnings of race studies and the personal and varied degrees of emotions that 
enmesh the social construct, the email expresses a “struggle”. Considering my interpretation of 
Bakhtin’s addressivity framework for discourse analysis (the utterance of a word of phrase with 
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the expectation of a response), and the ontological authenticity criterion we take a closer look at 
the emotions within the context of the email as it relates to speaking to the self and the other. The 
methodological approach is to isolate each “I” statement and the verb (whatever it is) that 
follows (Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four essays, 1981). In the context of this paper, I 
term the voice that emerges as a result of this approach, the “I” voice which, as a methodological 
approach contributes to the growing body of multilevel research (Tobin & Ritchie, Multi-
Method, Multi-Theoretical, Multi-Level Research in the Learning Sciences, 2012): 
I'm unsure of what emotion you want me to capture (Self addresses the Other: 
What is it that YOU want to hear?) 
I feel as though I've expressed my disgust with being a Black person in America 
(Self addresses the Self: Am I being honest with myself?) 
in my 2nd [doctoral] exam,  (Self  addresses the Other: These are publications 
that I authored and began to discuss my uncertainties and insecurities as a 
person of color in academia) 
in the paper I authored  (Self addresses the Other) 
I readily identify as a Black person (Self addresses the Self: This is an 
epistemological, phenomenological, ontological, existential standpoint! It is 
the intersection from where all my theorizing and narratives emerge) 
I know that comes with discrimination, great challenge and pain: (Self address 
the Other: The ills of discrimination are historically documented in America) 
I have more melanocytes than others. (Self addresses the Self: This is a 
biological observation: innate and genetic) 
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I guess that is it: (Other: The question is one that is emergent and contingent 
on the other) 
I am Black (Self addresses the Self and the Other, concurrently: This 
statement is both a declaration and a plea for validation) 
the rest of the emotional attachment comes from what is projected by society 
towards me. (Self address the Other: The statement points to an emotional 
conflict and a reductionism which seems saturated with more questions 
rather than answers. This line would be an event or worthwhile narrative to 
explore further in a hermeneutic research approach) 
I guess my point is: (Other: There is a hesitancy in this statement, an 
insecurity as to whether or not it allowed for the author to have the privilege 
of a point) 
WHAT should I focus on in this piece (Self addresses the Other: This should 
read, “What do you want me to focus on?” or “What do YOU want to 
hear?”) 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: Who do you 
theorize the “I statements” are addressing (i.e. Self | Other)?  
In this narrative, the tensions of living in America as a person of color are contrasted by 
the desire to “readily identify as a Black person” knowing that it will lend itself to 
“discrimination, challenge, and pain”. Depending on the field of study, the term “identity” can be 
defined any number of ways. In the context of this Chapter, identity is characterized as follows: 
a) it is fluid, contextual, temporal, and contingent b) emerges out of a dialectical relationship that 
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involves self | other and c) it is reflexive in nature, where awareness brings about transformation 
and ontological shifts (Sewell, 2005). 
 “Whiteness” and the history of race in America as a Thorny Issue and a place for 
theorizing 
Throughout the course at Brooklyn College, the history of race in America was a thorny issue for 
many members, including myself. If we to take a snapshot of present-day America (Fall 2017), 
there is a debate about whether it is appropriate to argue that “#Black Lives Matter”; a moniker 
that began on social media in the summer of 2013 after the deaths of unarmed Black men at the 
hands of police officials (Chokshi, 2016). #BlackLivesMatter, as a political movement, denotes 
the perceived historical devaluing of Black lives in America while also stands as a mantra for 
awareness, social change and justice. While many argue that it is time to focus on the injustices 
skin color has had on Black and Brown6 American citizens; others argue that “#AllLivesMatter” 
in post-racial America and the setting apart of any one racial group in protest is equally as 
discriminatory and damaging as the perceived persecution of said group (Carney, 2016). For 
those that argue that “#AllLivesMatter” there is an underlying conduit that stems from the 
privileges of Whiteness, defined as an identity that comes with hegemonic normalcy that remains 
unchallenged (Hayes, Juarez, Witt, & Hartlep, 2013). Whiteness, like Blackness (defined earlier 
in the Chapter), does not refer exclusively to a racial group (i.e. White people or Black people, 
respectively), but rather denotes the mindset of the dominant social and political “lives that 
matter”. In 2017, “#AllLivesMatter” is synonymous with the not so popular slogan, 
“#WhiteLivesMatter” except that it is palatable and less overtly racist in nature. 
“#BlueLivesMatter” is another moniker that has gained momentum in the wake of the 
																																																								
6 While the term, “Brown”, has been adopted by those who originally descended from the South Asian sub-continent, 
in the context of this paper the term is used to represent those of Latin@ heritage. 
	 143	
#BlackLivesMatter movement and the retaliatory killings of police officers following the 
publicized killings of unarmed, Black men at the hands of armed officials. The color, blue, tends 
to symbolize the fraternal order of the police. While law enforcement bureaus around the country 
are inclusive of women and other racial demographics, overwhelmingly most police departments 
throughout the country remain predominantly White and male. Supporters of the 
“#BlueLivesMatter” movement, in the context of social justice, have typically maligned the 
#BlackLivesMatter movement as rogue. Following the political arguments in opposition of 
police reform segregates with the whitewashed nature of the “#AllLivesMatter and 
#WhiteLivesMatter” movements in contemporary America (Coates, 2014 ).  
Additionally, reflecting on the contentious and controversial 2016 Presidential election 
and the current political atmosphere that celebrates the input of fundamentalist conservatives and 
Alt-Right leaders known to align with White supremacists and White nationalists, contributes to 
my struggle with reconciling the emotions that ensnare living as a Black person in America. 
During a political rally in Virginia, President Donald J. Trump (who was the Republican 
Presidential candidate at the time of this event) likened the inner cities where Black and Brown 
families overwhelmingly reside, to “hell” amidst claims of extreme poverty, unemployment, 
increased gun violence in Black-on-Black crimes, and a school-to-prison pipeline that relegates 
some children to correctional institutions based on their zip codes (Fausset, Blinder, & Eligon, 
2016). In hopes of garnering the minority vote, Trump forced Americans of all ages and all racial 
groupings to reconcile an unspoken history of social injustice. How did the communities where 
minorities and the poor populate become incestuously contaminated with nefarious social 
derelictions? A painful answer is woven into the fabrics of America’s, Declaration of 
Independence:  
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“We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (The Declaration of Independence: A 
Transcription, 1776). 
The egalitarian standard: all men (with no mention of females, Blacks, or Native 
Americans) were “created equal” and “endowed with unalienable rights” to freedom, as long as 
they bear a resemblance to the founding fathers; were of the same social class (economic and 
political freedom), had some higher educational status, (intellectual and civic freedom) and 
practiced the same religion (Tozer, Senese, & Violas, 2009). Blacks, at the time the Declaration 
of Independence was written, were overwhelmingly enslaved and remained so until the legal end 
of slavery in 1865 and were not privy to the “pursuit of happiness”. According to Trump, Blacks 
and Hispanics living in the inner cities of today are in “hell” where there is no hope for “life and 
liberty”. One hundred and fifty-two years after the legal end of slavery, some Whites do not 
readily acknowledge their unearned racial privilege, which is invisible and ubiquitous in their 
lives, but hyper-visible to people of color (Frideres, 2007).   
The following is a narrative that was written by Emma, a student enrolled in the 
Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural Foundations of Education and Science course at 
Brooklyn College. 
“I don’t disclose my background typically, for several reasons: 1. I don’t see why 
it’s relevant – I should be respected regardless of where my ancestors are from; 2. 
I’ve been a victim of “reverse discrimination,” which I find particularly amusing, 
again because if you don’t know my race, how are you putting me into a 
category? and 3. I feel that the reason race is still an issue is because we’re 
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making it an issue. I can empathize, and I understand how certain groups feel the 
burdens of their oppressed ancestors, but at some point, we need to move on and 
take matters into our own hands.  My grandparents and great-grandparents didn’t 
sit around saying, “woe is me, I don’t have opportunities because I’m [black, 
Native American, European immigrant, etc.],” they said, “what are my resources, 
and how can I make a change?”  My grandparents worked terrible jobs in sweat 
shops – multiple jobs per day.  They were at the bottom of the class-system, and 
somehow engrained in their children that the American Dream is what you make 
out of your own life.  Life isn’t fair, but we can’t sit back and complain. Racism 
does still exist, I’m not denying that, but I see it on an individual level, not a 
national level. Another reason I don’t fully disclose my ancestry is because I do 
not want handouts.  I hate more than anything that I know a “minority” will get 
chosen over me any day, even if my credentials are higher.  But I am even more 
insulted that the requirements are lowered for “minorities.”  That right there, is 
discrimination, and that is not fair, it is not what America was founded on.  Equal 
opportunity for all, not different standards for each ethnic group.” (Emma). 
Emma’s narrative has much emotion to explore, beginning with the quote, “How are you 
putting me into a category, if you don’t know my race”.  
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
If the racial identity of the author were not revealed earlier in the Chapter, it would be a 
worthwhile exercise to explore whether or not the reader could predict what the racial epithet of 
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the narrative’s author might be. Emma identifies as a White, female science teacher. After 
reading her reflection, which this narrative was a part of, I felt silenced to respond. How does 
one respond to the following comment? 
“I feel that the reason race is still an issue is because we’re making it an issue. I 
can empathize, and I understand how certain groups feel the burdens of their 
oppressed ancestors, but at some point, we need to move on and take matters into 
our own hands”?  
Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
While I always wanted my students to feel open and vulnerable to share their emotional 
reflections about the topics we discussed, I did not anticipate how much of a challenge that 
would be when the topic was about race and privilege. I found that I was unable to respond to 
Emma because of my fear that an oppositional response to what she shared would be viewed as a 
failure on my part “to move on”, particularly as my narratives and viewpoints are written as 
contemporary neo-slave narratives, as discussed earlier in the Chapter. Critics of safe spaces 
argue that there is no safe space in race dialogues and violence (not to be inferred as, an 
intentional act to cause physical and/or fatal harm to an individual) is inevitable and educative, 
particularly for those Whites and people of color entering the dialogue with emotions of anger, 
hostility, frustration, and pain (Leonardo & Porter, 2010). Emma’s narrative was an emotional 
hurdle for me to overcome and I felt unsafe to challenge how insecure many of her comments 
made me feel, as it directly contradicted my entire lived experience.  
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As Emma and I had no dialogue about her narrative, I am careful not to make 
assumptions about what she meant by the things she said. Using authentic inquiry as a 
methodological framework for doing research given the sharing of the narrative and my resulting 
silence, the next steps would be for Emma and I to have a dialogue so as to learn from our 
differences and this Chapter may serve to initiate. As authentic inquiry is ontological, catalytic, 
tactical, and educative, there is an inherent space for us to learn from each other and to radically 
listen to our points of view without judgment, if we are both open to this possibility.  
Being respectful of and careful with Emma’s narrative, particularly as it completely 
opposes how I see the world, I’d like to posit the portions of the narrative, which were most 
jarring and suggestive of the controversial framework of Whiteness and White privilege. The 
narrative allows us to be critical of the privilege of invisibility, meaning some Whites inherently 
have the power to delude themselves into thinking that “all men and women are created equal” 
and have full access to the “American Dream”. As this narrative reflects, there is an element of 
“rightness” that reinforces the privileged standpoint.  In America, some Whites are privileged to 
control what others know of their history and can choose to discount historical events and 
characters that may be deemed inconsequential to how they want the narrative to be recounted 
(Frideres, 2007). The egalitarian standard is what is considered the “right” way to succeed in 
America and sitting around saying, “woe is me, I don’t have opportunities because I’m [black, 
Native American, European immigrant, etc.],” is the immoral and perceived wrong way to live 
out one’s citizenship.  
In the general sense, Whiteness has a way of silencing visible minorities, as there is a 
tacit expectation of the non-Whites to agree with what ever Whites with access to power propose 
as right, good, and “fair” (Frideres, 2007).  
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Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
I had an adverse emotional reaction to the following sentence in the narrative:  
“I hate more than anything that I know a “minority” will get chosen over me any 
day, even if my credentials are higher.  But I am even more insulted that the 
requirements are lowered for “minorities.”  That right there, is discrimination, and 
that is not fair, it is not what America was founded on”.  
The impassioned testimony is an ideation surrounding the perceived “special rights” that 
are granted to marginalized populations (Dudas, 2005 ) The use of the word, “hate” in the 
narrative is indicative of a feeling of resentment that stems from perceptions that “minorities will 
get chosen” over a White person.  Some Whites describe the perceived “special rights” of the 
marginalized minority groups, as authored in the narrative, as being “unfair’ and un-American: 
“not what America was founded on”. Resentment by some Whites, alongside the standpoint of 
patriotism and nationalism, reflects a skewed interpretation of egalitarianism and a perverted 
standard in which “fairness”, actually refers to Whiteness (Caouette & Taylor, 2007). Some 
Whites saturate the current political climate with the fears of a declining America amidst 
widespread resentment over the perceived loss of privilege within the status quo (Dudas, 2005 ).  
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: What is your 
standpoint as it relates to privilege and Whiteness?  
Structurally, without delving into assumptions about what Emma meant, the narrative can 
be theorized through interpretations of Mikhail Bakhtin’s, carnival theory. A characteristic of 
carnival is the reveler, or speaker: idolizes oneself and structures every behavior, emotion, and 
	 149	
discourse in a manner that boosts the self-image and self-satisfaction (Bakhtin, Rabelais and his 
world, 1984). The author uses laughter and amusement as a form of mockery against political 
structures. In the theoretical context of Whiteness and how it relates to inherent or perceived 
privileges, the “I” voice in this narrative is preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited power, self-
importance and uniqueness; demands for admiration, indifference for others, a lack of empathy, 
and a sense of entitlement (Matias, 2016). Without making assumptions as to what Emma hoped 
to convey to me, the purpose of this line by line description of the “I” voice is to name the parts 
of the narrative which I found difficult to respond to and rather met with silence. In the lens of 
Whiteness, privilege, and carnival, the following is how the narrative could be theorized: 
I don’t disclose my background (the author has unlimited power to decide 
what parts of her background can be disclosed, there is a self-importance 
and sense of entitlement to being un-named, there is an indifference and lack 
of empathy for others who may not have that “right) 
I don’t see why it’s relevant (self-importance) 
I should be respected regardless of where my ancestors are from (self-
importance) 
I’ve been a victim of “reverse discrimination,” (lack of empathy for those who 
are victims of de facto discrimination and a sense of entitlement) 
I find particularly amusing, again because (indifference for others) 
If you don’t know my race, (uniqueness) 
How are you putting me into a category? (self-importance and demand of 
admiration) 
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I feel that the reason race is still an issue is because we’re making it an issue 
(there is an indifference for others who have no choice but to be recognized 
as a person of color) 
I can empathize, [but] (lack of empathy) 
I understand how certain groups feel, [but] (lack of empathy) 
My grandparents and great-grandparents didn’t sit around saying,  (sense of 
entitlement because there were some grandparents and great-grandparents 
who were slaves and had no choice or freedom) 
My grandparents worked terrible jobs in sweat shops, [but] (demands for 
admiration) 
Life isn’t fair, but we can’t sit back and complain. (indifference and sense of 
entitlement because there is no consideration about the sociocultural and 
historical impacts of racism and discrimination on “others”) 
I’m not denying that [Racism exists], but I see it on an individual level, (power) 
I don’t fully disclose my ancestry because (power and sense of importance) 
I do not want handouts.  (sense of importance and entitlement) 
I hate more than anything that (sense of importance) 
I know a “minority” will get chosen over me any day (lack of empathy, sense of 
entitlement and a failure to recognize the possibilities that being White is a 
privilege for some Americans) 
I am even more insulted that the requirements are lowered for “minorities.” (lack 
of empathy because the lowering of requirements has a historical context 
which as not addressed at all in the narrative) 
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Breathe in (deep, abdominal inhalation through the nose). 
Exhale (count down from 10 as the breath is released through pursed lips- in a 
controlled, slow manner). 
The reader is invited to an active and mindful discussion: How would you 
respond to “Emma”? I was unable to share my thoughts with the author, Emma, 
out of shame and fear. Which emotions are you most aware of as you read this 
section of the article? 
Closing thoughts 
	
Other thorny discussions like the (in) appropriate use of the N-word, the alleged onslaught of 
police brutality against unarmed Black men, the politics of Whiteness, defining equity and social 
justice beyond a buzzword and political correctness; were all controversial subject matters 
discussed during our time together in the Historical, Philosophical, and Sociocultural 
Foundations of Education and Science course at Brooklyn College. 
The purpose of this Chapter was to open a dialogue about issues of race, privilege and 
social justice. Earlier in the Chapter, I shared with Konstantinos, an impassioned email that 
expressed my struggle with writing about race and being vulnerable enough to share deep 
emotions (i.e. anger, fear, disgust) with readers in a potentially unsafe space (i.e. academia).  
“Thank you for your note and thank you for taking the risk to share such 
personal and emotionally painful reflections.” (Konstantinos) 
Konstantinos’ response was non-judgmental and welcoming of difference, providing the 
space for theorizing beyond the pain of my thoughts and emotional attachment to what was 
written and how it was articulated. As a mentor and friend, the emotional space between us is 
open for teaching and learning from each other, the essence of which is embedded in the 
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structure of the course we teach. As instructors, the goal is to model risk-taking in our learning 
environment and push the boundaries of safety and critical thought. Emotional safeguards are in 
place to allow for conflict. In fact, the absence of conflict is not the gold standard for what it 
means to be safe in a learning environment, while at times it may be a welcomed respite for 
healing to take place (Gayle, Cortez, & Preiss, 2013). The challenge, as shared throughout the 
Chapter, is to confront biases and oppressive thoughts. Reflexive inquiry tools (i.e. free-writes, 
breathing meditations, heuristics) allow members of a learning environment to reflect on their 
worldviews and (re) build knowledge about the self |other.  
Leah: This chapter closes with space for both the reader and myself to continue a 
dialogue. The work may feel incomplete or open-ended, but my intention was to 
posit the struggle that I bring to academia and learning environments, as a person 
of color.  
A personal goal was to name my place for theorizing and to introduce myself as 
an emergent scholar who struggles with emotions that relate to fear, anger, and at 
times disgust. The active and mindful discussion prompts were included to further 
this work and a response is welcomed, if the reader is so inclined 
(lprideotubanjo@gmail.com). 
While engaged in mindful discussions, there is space for healing and safety, but it 
takes time to manifest. There is risk-taking and vulberability. Violence will occur, 
with the victor being humanization for all participants.  In my humanity, I was 
careful not to make generalizations about experiences in this Chapter, but some 
may be offended by this work. My hope is that the voices of others (students at 
Brooklyn College), as well as my own narratives, may be used to transform talks 
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about race, privilege, and social justice. On the activism spectrum, my desire is 
that this work continues to push boundaries by offering additional theoretical and 
























Discussing “Thorny” Issues Heuristic7 
	
When discussing difficult social issues 
1. I am aware that people who have experienced violence or prejudice will be more 
sensitive or even hurt discussing their experience. 
2. I am aware that my talk may have a hurtful effect on others, despite what my 
intentions may be.  
3. I listen and consider changing my behavior if someone tells me that I am making 
them uncomfortable.* 
4. I am aware of my own prejudices and privileges, and critically reflect on my own 
habits, cultural practices, and how I create meaning. 
5. Those feeling hurt by a discussion on thorny topics have the right to end the 
discussion when it becomes too much. 
6. I try to create an environment that is inclusive, provides space for other voices, is 
mutually supportive, and is respectful to all. 
7. I acknowledge deep emotional challenges without getting caught in them beyond 
what I consider healthy. 
8. Avoiding difficult issues when they need to be addressed, may be offensive and 
hurtful to those they negatively affect.  
9. When I have wronged or offended someone, I try to become aware of the 
transgression and any harm done, and if necessary, accept responsibility. 
10. Through my talk or actions, I make sure I show solidarity and kindness to those who 
share painful memories of experiencing prejudice and injustice. 
11. I structure my talk and actions to discourage hegemonies and privileges that reinforce 
stereotypes and emotional fears, that exasperate stigmas and feelings of “not 
belonging.” 
12. I am attentive against acts of exclusion, disempowerment, and marginalization of 
already oppressed groups. 
13. I am aware that there are asymmetries in the responsibilities, shared complexities, and 
vulnerabilities of dealing with suffering and trauma and capacities to be hurt or hurt 
others. 
14. I critically and cautiously engage and nuance challenging sociocultural topics in ways 
that go beyond the binaries of good and bad, victim and victimizer.  
15. I understand there may exist multiple and/or hidden understandings and views of 
power and hegemony in what it means to feel safe. 
16. In the process of comforting difference, it is important to not assume a patronizing 
stance. 
																																																								
7	Alexakos, K., Pride, L. D., Amat, A., Tsetsakos, P., Lee, K. J., Paylor-Smith, C., Zapata, C., Wright, S., & Smith, 
T. (2015). Mindfulness and discussing “thorny” issues in the classroom. Cultural Studies of Science Education. 11, 
pp. 371.	
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17. I encourage the conversation to go beyond re-affirming supremacy of one group over 
another by providing a space for the knowledge and knowledge systems of those 
marginalized or left voiceless to be acknowledged and respected. 
18. I acknowledge and respect views, values, knowledge systems, and life histories of 
others, though they may differ from my own. 
19. I seek out and learn from opinions and experiences that are different than my own. 
20. When others possess different identities, I use the opportunity to validate their 
experiences and perspectives ** 
21. I try not to get disproportionately stuck when I am offended by opinions of others. 
22. I forgive those who may offend me during respectful and well-meaning conversations 
related to thorny issues. 
23. Even when I experience discomfort, my talk is engaging, intentional, meaningful, and 
honest. Because it may hurt others, it is also mindful and kind.  
24. I understand that I and others may not be able to use language to describe the 
emotions related to thorny issues. 
25. I show myself compassion where appropriate. 
26. I respect everyone’s identity and background, including pronouns and names, without 
assuming anyone’s gender identity, sexual preference, economic status, or ethnic or 
racial background* 
27. My talk questions stereotypes and encourage acceptance of difference experiences ** 
28. I try to involve those who do not seem to have been engaged *** 
29. I try to sustain difficult conversations to the point where authentic understanding and 
meaningful action occur, even when these conversations get uncomfortable *** 
30. I expect and accept a lack of closure when dealing with challenging issues *** 
31. I trust my classmates to listen to my opinions and beliefs and I to theirs without 
thinking badly of one another. 
 
 
Note: Some of these characteristics have been adapted from Bluestockings Bookstore’s safer 
space policy (http://bluestockings.com/about/safer-space/)*, GLSEN 
(http://www.glsen.org/educate/resources/creating-lgbt-inclusive-lessons)**, and Singleton’s 

















“Coteaching Heuristic: I | Other”8 
	
 
1. I listen attentively to my coteaching partner 
2. My coteaching partner listens attentively to me 
3. I am aware when my coteaching partner wants to contribute 
4. My coteaching partner is aware when I want to contribute  
5. I am in synchrony with my coteaching partner 
6. My coteaching partner is in synchrony with me 
7. Overall, I collaborative well with others 
8. Overall, others collaborate well with me 
9. I coparticipate with my coteaching partner 
10. My coteaching partner coparticipates with me 
11. When I am teaching my coteaching partner supports me 
12. During coteaching I support my coteaching partner 
13. When difficulties arise I can count on my coteaching partner to try to collaboratively resolve 
them 
14. When difficulties arise my coteaching partner can count on me to try collaboratively resolve 
them 
15. During coteaching, I can anticipate what my coteaching partner is about to do 
16. During coteaching, my coteaching partner can anticipate what I am about to do 
17. I am aware of the ways in which I am ‘becoming like’ my coteaching partner 
18. I am aware of the ways in which my coteaching partner is ‘becoming like’ me 
19. I am open to making changes based on suggestions made by my coteaching partner 
20. My coteaching partner is open to making changes suggested by me 
21. I value differences between my coteaching partner and me 
22. My coteaching partner values differences between us 
23. I regard planning with my coteaching partner as successful 
24. My coteaching partner regards planning with me as successful 
25. My teaching practices are fluent when coteaching 
26. My coteaching partner’s teaching practices are fluent when she/he is coteaching 
27. I enjoy coteaching 
28. My coteaching partner enjoys coteaching 
29. My coteaching partner helps me alleviate my negative emotions 
30. I help my coteaching partner alleviate her/his negative emotions 
31. During coteaching I act in ways to allow my coteaching partner to contribute 
32. During coteaching my coteaching partner acts in ways to allow me to contribute  
33. I pay attention to my coteaching partner as we coteach (e.g., physiological, prosody, body 
language) 
34. My coteaching partner pays attention to me as we coteach (e.g., physiological, prosody, body 
language) 
																																																								
8	Alexakos, K., Pride, L. D., Amat, A., Tsetsakos, P., Lee, K. J., Paylor-Smith, C., Zapata, C., Wright, S., & Smith, 
T. (2015). Mindfulness and discussing “thorny” issues in the classroom. Cultural Studies of Science Education. 11, 
pp. 371.	
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35. I show compassion to my coteaching partner 
36. My coteaching partner shows me compassion 
37. When things go wrong when my coteaching partner is teaching I step forward to maintain 
effective coteaching 
38. When things go wrong when I am teaching my coteaching partner steps forward to maintain 
effective coteaching 
39. When things go wrong my coteaching partner helps me recover emotionally 
40. When things go wrong I help my coteaching partner to recover emotionally 
41. I help my coteaching partner stay focused 
42. My coteaching partner helps me stay focused 
43. I help my coteaching partner to stay positive 
44. My coteaching partner helps me to stay positive 
45. My coteaching partner knows if something is bothering me 
46. I know if something is bothering my coteaching partner 
47. When we are coplanning a lesson I strive to make sense of what my coteacher wants 
48. When we are coplanning a lesson my coteaching partner strives to make sense of what I want 
49. I trust my coteaching partner 
50. My coteaching partner trusts me 
51. I feel safe when coteaching with my partner 
52. My coteaching partner feels safe when coteaching with me 
53. My coteaching partner is aware of my emotions as expressed in my voice, face, positioning, 
and body movements 
54. I am aware of my coteaching partner’s emotions as expressed in her/his voice, face, 
positioning, and body movements 
55. My coteaching partner can tell when something is bothering me 
56. I can tell when something is bothering my coteaching partner 
57. I show compassion to my coteaching partner when she/he is unsuccessful 
58. My coteaching partner shows compassion when I am unsuccessful 
59. I am aware of the emotional climate 
60. My coteaching partner is aware of the emotional climate 
61. I am aware of how I may affect the emotional climate 
62. My coteaching partner is aware of how she/he may affect the emotional climate 
63. When coteaching I am aware of the audience 







“Mindfully Speaking and Listening Heuristics” 9 
 
“Mindfully Speaking" Heuristic 
 
When I participate in a conversation:  
1. I act to balance the amount of time I talk 
2. When I have been speaking too long, I wind up my talking turn  
3. Before speaking, I pause to make sure the previous speaker has finished  
4. As I speak, I monitor others’ emotions 
5. As I speak, I monitor my emotions 
6. When asynchronies occur, I try to understand them 
7. I try to make conversations with others successful  
8. When breaches in fluency occur, I try to repair them 
9. I do not increase the loudness of my voice to continue my talking turn  
10. I speak with a similar rhythm to previous speakers  
11. I maintain the focus of previous speakers  
12. I look for signs that others want to speak 
13. I am aware of how long I speak  
14. I create chances for others to speak  
15. I act to balance my speaking turns  
16. The loudness of my talk is appropriate  
17. I do not speak to hurt others 
18. My talk shows respect for others’ perspectives 
19. I notice inequities in who has spoken and attempt make it more equitable by bringing 
into the discussion those left out. 
20. I actively acknowledge others’ stress or pain when discussing difficult issues and 















9	Alexakos, K., Pride, L. D., Amat, A., Tsetsakos, P., Lee, K. J., Paylor-Smith, C., Zapata, C., Wright, S., & Smith, 
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Appendix D   
“Mindfully Listening” Heuristic”10 
 
“Mindfully Listening” Heuristic 
When others are speaking in a dialogic conversation: 
1. I monitor the eyes of the speaker 
2. I show my respect for the speaker 
3. I express my opposition verbally and nonverbally to unethical speech 
4. While listening to others, my nonverbal actions project compassion and empathy to 
the speaker 
5. When a speaker says something with which I disagree, I try to learn from the 
difference 
6. I make sense of the speaker's facial expressions of emotion 
7. I make sense of the speaker's gestures 
8. I nod my head as a sign of attentiveness 
9. Following each utterance, I provide an appropriate pause to ensure that the speaking 
turn is finished 
10. When necessary, I seek clarification of the meaning of an utterance 
11. When necessary, I request elaboration so as to expand the meaning of an utterance 
12. When necessary, I check my understanding of what has been said 
13. I ensure that my nonverbal actions do not breach the fluency of what is being said 
14. I use nonverbal actions to provide emotional synchrony with spoken text 
15. I ensure that my emotional response to spoken text does not stick and create 
difficulties in understanding subsequent utterances 
16. I listen for similarities and differences to what has been said previously 
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Table 1: Transcript of the Pudd’nhead Wilson event overlaid with the heart rate data 
among the coteachers11 
Time 
(hh:mm:ss) 
Vignette 1: Discussion on Pudd’nhead Wilson  





00:01:57 {M-79}[C-88](L-89) one thirty-secondth [C-87]/ *L repeats as question: one-thirty 
secondth? 
00:01:58 or something…  
00:01:59 [C-88]*KA laughing nervously*/*L looks to C and asks, “Right.”  
00:02:00 [C-89]*KA laughing nervously*/*L shrugs while saying, “I don’t…” 
00:02:01 *KA laughing* /*L: “…know.” 
00:02:02 So…[C-88](L-90)  
00:02:03 Uh…(L-93) 
00:02:04 … right{M-78}[C-93] 
00:02:05 …And 
00:02:06 (L-95) So, at the  
00:02:07 End when  
00:02:08 Pudd’nhead Wilson{M-79} 
00:02:09 Figures out 
00:02:10 That [C-94]…because he uses 
00:02:11 Fingerprints… {M-78}[C-98](L-96) 
00:02:12 That the [C-96](L-97) babies  
00:02:13 Were switched [C-98](L-96) and 
00:02:14 The master now[C-99] 
00:02:15 Becomes [C-98] the slave {M-79} 
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Table 2: Christian sharing his thoughts on Kanye West’s (rapper) attempt to redefine the 
N-word12 
Time Vignette 2: Christian’s position about the N-word Matt{M-HR} 
Christian[C-HR] Leah 
(L-HR) 
00:01:17 {M-83}[C-97](L-96) years ago 
00:01:18 In regards to {M-84}[C-96] 
00:01:19 Hip-Hop and Rap{M-85}[C-97](L-97) 
00:01:20 And their lyrics 
00:01:21 And I{M-84}[C-98](L-99) don’t agree with 
00:01:22 Him either 
00:01:23 Even though 
00:01:24 He is [C-99](L-102) 
00:01:25 Aware of 
00:01:26 The history (L-103) and 
00:01:27 Aware of the music  
00:01:28 Industry and how {M-85} 
00:01:29 You reach out to 
00:01:30 The community. 
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Table 3. Pearson’s Correlations of Pudd’nhead Story Event13 
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) Seconds  
Seconds while Pudd’nhead story was being 
told 
1 - - - 
(2) Matthew heart rate  -.7** 1 - - 
(3) Christian heart rate  .9*** -.8** 1 - 
(4) Leah heart rate  .9*** -.7*** .9*** 1 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Science Education. 11, pp. 785-801	
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Appendix H 
Table 4. Pearson’s Correlations of Christian’s Sharing of Thoughts on Rap Music and N-
Word14 
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) 
(1) Seconds  
Seconds during Christian’s sharing of 
thoughts on rap music and N-word 
1 - - - 
(2) Matthew heart rate  .6* 1 - - 
(3) Christian heart rate .9*** .3 1 - 
(4) Leah heart rate .9*** .5 .9*** 1 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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